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FROM DEMOCRACY TO DESPOTISM
Tocqueville on Slavery, Colonialism, and “Other”

Lutfi Sunar
Istanbul University, Istanbul-Turkey

Abstract

Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-1859) was born in 1805 to a noble family
in Verneuil. He belonged to an aristocratic family dating back to the
15" century. He is known mostly as far-seeing thinker and politician.
After his US sojourn, Tocqueville published a study on the young
American democracy called Democracy in America, which put him
on the map during and after his lifetime. He was actively involved
with the various political and social problems of his day, such as col-
onization, slavery and inequality. His analyses on the transitivity be-
tween democracy and despotism are very important to understand
the nature of modern society. Analyses by Tocqueville of colonialism
clearly put forth why the modern society needs an “other” and vio-
lence to legitimize itself. He considers colonialism as a complemen-
tary element of modern society and thinks that colonial violence out-
side of the country is required for the prevention of despotism within
the country. His contradictory opinions on colonialism and slavery do
not, as it is often claimed, arise from political indecisiveness or philo-
sophical contradiction; rather, his opinion is due to the theoretical
framework of his analyses of modern society. Henceforth, the article
will treat Tocqueville within the scope of his approach to the “other”,
to transitivity in his analyses on despotism, colonialism, and to the na-
ture and structure of modern society.

Key Words: Tocqueville, colonialism, Algeria, slavery, other, democ-
racy, despotism, modern society
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Introduction: Story of Tocqueville

Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-1859) was born in 1805 to a noble
family in Verneuil. During his first official post as a judge, he set off
on a journey in 1832, together with his close lifelong friend Gustave
de Beaumont', to investigate the penitentiary system in the United
States of America. Throughout his US sojourn, however, Tocqueville
analyzed not only reformatories but also the young American democ-
racy in a comprehensive work called Democracy in America, which
put him on the map during and after his lifetime.” Renowned for this
work, Tocqueville was actively involved with the various political
and social problems of his day. These issues were mainly concentrat-
ed on the methods and manners the French adopted regarding the
colonies and slavery in general and Algeria in particular.

During the first decade after his demise, Tocqueville remained a
much referred to intellectual. He was especially discussed in the pro-
cess of accepting universal suffrage in France. By the 1880s, however,
Tocqueville was completely forgotten. In the 1900s, his views on the
French revolution and American democracy were occasionally men-
tioned, although he was no longer a popular thinker. His luck, how-
ever, changed after World War II. In the atmosphere during the Cold
War, Tocqueville became one of the most read and studied thinkers
in the US thanks to Democracy in America. Due to analyses on the
content and functioning of American democracy and prophecies, he
saw the US and Russia as the decisive powers of the future. Tocque-
ville has often been referred to in the literature on American political
science, especially in contexts with a futuristic accent. His analyses on
American democracy have mostly been employed in the defense of
democracy against socialism. In the 1970s, also known as the detente
era, Tocqueville was once again on the verge of oblivion. As Harvey
C. Mansfield (1996) thankfully notes, Tocqueville was rediscovered in
France (Europe) in the 1990s and was subsequently revived in the
US. Mansfield explains this by means of the turn in French thought
towards liberalism after cold war, following a period under the influ-

As Seymour Drescher (1968b, 201) cites, the German poet Heinrich Heine defines
Tocqueville and Beaumont as “inseparables.” Throughout their lifetimes, the two
were always together on voyages and in publications and politics.

After his return from the trip, he published the first two volumes of his work in
1835. The last two volumes followed in 1840.
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ence of various types of Marxism. Today, interest in Tocqueville has
been gradually increasing in various contexts.

Tocqueville is not only a far-seeing thinker and politician but he is
also a reference point for comprehending and explaining his era. His
analyses on the transitivity between democracy and despotism and
on the nature of modern society are often overshadowed by his writ-
ings on American democracy. Analyses by Tocqueville of colonialism
clearly put forth why the modern society needs “the other” and vio-
lence to legitimize itself. Moreover, his realist attitude in debates
about slavery reveals the pragmatist agenda beneath all liberal atti-
tudes. Therefore, Tocqueville considers colonialism as a complemen-
tary element of modern society and thinks that colonial violence out-
side of a country is required for the proper functioning of democracy
and the prevention of despotism within the country. His opinion does
not, as it is often claimed, arise from political indecisiveness or philo-
sophical contradiction; rather, his opinion is due to the theoretical
framework of his analyses of modern society. Henceforth, the article
will treat Tocqueville within the scope of his approach to the other, to
transitivity in his analyses on despotism, and to the nature and struc-
ture of modern society.

Position of Tocqueville in Slavery Debates

Following the Revolution, the restoration period witnessed fervent
debates concerning political and intellectual agendas, with respect to
inequality within the context of the construction of a new society and
colonialism activities in France. Tocqueville’s political and literary life
mostly took form under such circumstances, and he predominantly
wrote about inequality, slavery and poverty. Tocqueville approached
these issues from within the frame of his political sphere and thus
demanded the abolition of slavery. Nevertheless, his claims are
founded not on enlightened egalitarianism but on the national inter-
ests of France.

Slavery Debates in France and Indecisive Position of
Tocqueville

Tocqueville’s political and scientific career, which includes the pe-
riod from 1830 to 1850, coincides with a period of time in which de-
bates on slavery reached their height in France. Attempts to abolish
slavery in France date back to the 1780s. The abolition of slavery,
which was widely discussed before, during and after the Revolution,
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remained on the agenda until the 1840s.” Discussions on and attempts
against slavery were closely related to the political agenda of the
time. La Sociéié des Amis des Noirs (Society of the Friends of the
Blacks) was founded in 1788 for the abolition movement, which was
protected by mostly liberals, and continued until 1793. The leader of
the Society, Jacques-Pierre Brissot, was influenced by the Enlighten-
ment. According to Brissot, all colonies should be independent, and
slavery should be forbidden following the Revolution. This discourse,
in line with the general philosophy of the Revolution, made its mark
during this time period. On April 4, 1792, the right of free French citi-
zenship regardless of color was granted, and on February 4, 1794, the
parliament, under the presidency of Robespierre, enacted the aboli-
tion of slavery in France. However, the will, by revolution, to main-
tain control over the colonies played its part in the process. Indeed,
there were concerns about losing the colonies in the havoc created
by the Revolution. The beginning of the slave revolt in 1793 in Saint-
Domingue (Haiti), the largest French colony, was also influential. The
French administrator, sent to maintain the connections and commit-
ment of Haitians to the Revolution, declared the abolition of slavery
in Haiti."

La Société des Amis des Noirs did not last long, although it did in-
fluence eventual movements and institutions during its brief exist-
ence. Because the abolitionary movement was represented by the
Société de la morale chrétienne (Society of Christian Morality), which
was connected to the British, and because the society included free-
masons, Protestants and liberals, participation was quite restricted for
a long time (until the 1840s). The moderately liberal abolitionary
movement, to which Tocqueville also belonged, was positioned be-
tween the radical abolitionary pole under Victor Schoelcher and the
conservative pole under Guizot.

In public opinion, both prison reform and the abolition of slavery
were considered as deliberate British provocations against France

In 1840, there were 250.000 slaves in French colonies. For debates on the aboli-
tion of slavery in France before and after the Revolution, see (Drescher 1968b,
151-195); for discussions on abolition in Europe, also see (Drescher and Emmer
2010).

For the France-Britain clash on Haiti, see (Drescher 1968b, 154-157; Geggus
1985). For detailed discussions about the impacts of a Haitian revolution in the
United States, see (Geggus 2001).
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due to the British-Protestant connections (Drescher 1968, 160;
Geggus 2010). Britain had enacted law on abolition in 1833 and re-
leased more than 800,000 slaves, although the French public was
uneasy with this fact. This move by the British led to the conviction
that France could hardly maintain its colonies unless slavery was
abolished. Accordingly, the Société francaise pour [l'abolition de
lesclavage (French Society for Slavery Abolition) was established in
1834, and Tocqueville and his old friend Beaumont joined in 1835.
The group, which was led by the Duc de Broglie (the president of the
Cabinet), maintained its elite position and never became a mass
movement. As Drescher (1968, 163-164) indicates, society is not a
movement of “Negro love;” rather, it reflects the struggle between
certain interest groups. Nevertheless, the Society became the best
known representative of the abolitionist movement in public opinion,
the parliament and the academy. In those days, the various repre-
sentatives for plantation’ and abolition often encountered severe de-
bates in the parliament. In these discussions, abolitionist politicians
showed that slavery, instead of universal equality, was an improper
attitude that did not befit the French, and they noted slavery as an
obstacle against the expansion of the French Empire. The Anglo-
American world conducted the debate within the scope of civil socie-
ty and rights; in France, however, this continued at a polemical level.
Consequently, while discussions lasted for years, the awaited law was
never implemented. In the parliament, the interests of slaveholders
prevailed. Indeed, the supporters of abolition represented no singu-
lar, concrete interest group; their opposition directly stood for certain
€Cconomic sectors.

As it was already noted above, on January 1, 1838, Britain abol-
ished slavery in all colonies; whereupon discussions in France blazed
up. In the following months, Hyppolite Passy, the president of the
Abolition Society, submitted a petition to parliament for the abolition
of slavery in French colonies. Upon receiving the petition, the par-
liament established an under-presidency of Guizot and utilize Rumu-
sat as a law clerk to clarity the situation. Meanwhile, Tocqueville was
elected as Member of Parliament in elections following the fall of
government. The new government, in which pro-abolition members
were stronger, renewed the commission in June 1839, and Tocque-

5

A definition for the owners of vast agricultural lands where slaves were employed
in colonies.
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ville became the judicial clerk. On July 23, Tocqueville presented his
report on slavery, which comprised both what he had listened to and
what he had thought. The commission accepted the report, which
suggested immediate abolition everywhere. Unfortunately, the report
was mothballed due to a lack of political support (Tocqueville 1840;
for the text of the report, also see Drescher 1968b).

In 1840, a supreme Royal Commission was established on this
same issue. The Duc de Broglie presided over the commission, and
Tocqueville was one of the members. All of the members principally
supported the abolition of slavery. However, they were generally
spokesmen for the commercial sector and thus did not stand up for
further action. As a result, the efforts of the commission ended in a
final report, mostly written by Tocqueville.® The report claimed the
universal abolition of slavery would occur by January 1, 1853. A
smaller group put an annotation in the report that only those who
were born after 1838 should be completely freed. The Guizot-Soult
government decided to wait for the opinions of slaveholders on the
matter. Evidently, their opinions were never obtained, and the issue
was suspended once again. Curiously enough, all of these discus-
sions, parliament speeches and reports, as well as the public consen-
sus for abolition, brought along no true consequences. By 1848,
however, Napoleon III abolished slavery on April 27, following the
Revolution of February. It is ironic that it was the conservatives, and
not the liberals, who eventually abolished slavery.

As seen from the above discussion, Tocqueville was on the front
line during the discussions on slavery. He drew up the above-
mentioned report for the parliament commission while he was work-
ing on the second volume of Democracy in America. In the report,
Tocqueville tackled slavery as a moral problem and an institutional
fact. The report sought an analysis on both the concerns of slave-
holders and the objectives of abolitionists. It included no idea of soli-
darity with the victims of exploitation and oppression. In his letter to
Henry Reeve, the translator of Democracy in America, and in an Eng-
lish version of the report, Tocqueville indicates that he is aware of the
lack of the “scent” of freedom in the report (cited by Drescher 1968a,
184). In another letter about the report to J. S. Mill, Tocqueville com-
plains about colonialists and says he opted for a more cautious dis-
course because of their crazy oppression (Tocqueville 1862b, 57).

% For further information about the commission, see (Jetté 2007; Nimtz 2003, 58-60)
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Indeed, Tocqueville did not want to look like a sentimental abolition-
ist. Therefore, in a letter to Beaumont, he says “that noble passion
which the mummeries of the philanthropist have made almost ridicu-
lous” (Tocqueville 1862a, 75). Because of this cautious and moderate
language, slavers occasionally used the report in their support.

The report includes no principal opposition against slavery. Ra-
ther, it concentrates on how to abolish slavery as soon as possible
while minimizing the economic costs. On the other hand, the report
focuses on how the vacuum of power due to abolition could be elim-
inated and how social control could be established in plantations. In
the report, Tocqueville stresses the importance of a non-violent tran-
sition. Pursuant to his realist approach, the true problem is not the
combat of races but rather economic chaos. Therefore, he thinks col-
onies should be provided with low-cost labor. The government
should take three measures in the case of abolition: compensation of
slaveholders, discipline of the freed, and low-cost for taxpayers
(Tocqueville 2001h, 212-224).

The second article, by Tocqueville, on abolition appeared anony-
mously in the opponent newspaper La Siécle in six pieces between
November and December 1843. In this article, Tocqueville shared his
observations, which constituted his ideas, of the second parliament
commission report and demanded abolition in a maximum of ten
years. Articles at the time extensively focused on the harms of slavery
on colonial policy and its burdens on the capital budget. Instead of a
moral attitude, however, Tocqueville tried to convince the middle
class, his target group, in terms of costs and benefits. He suggested
that after abolition, slaves should be prevented from land ownership
for a given time to maintain economic equilibrium. In Europe, a
worker could not be a landholder; the same should apply for slaves
as well (Tocqueville 2001h, 216). Indeed, his basic suggestion was to
turn former slaves into landless proletariat: “In temporarily prohibit-
ing Negroes from possessing land, what are we doing? We are plac-
ing them artificially in the position in which the Furopean worker
finds himself naturally” (Tocqueville 2001h, 221).

Furthermore, he thought that a worker, who has to sell his labor,
would be more productive than a slave. In other words, the social
status of slaves would be changed, although they would still be under
control in economic and political terms. Once freedom was granted,
education, family life and other social domains could be naturally
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controlled. To that end, he recommended controlling mobility and
the cost of labor. According to Tocqueville, following the abolition of
slavery, colonies should be kept under tutelage until the society
gained a rather European look. Deep down, Tocqueville believed
that slaves should be freed but their country and lands should con-
tinue to belong to the French (Tocqueville 2001h).

Clearly, Tocqueville positions himself regarding abolition some-
where between the radical abolitionary views and the colonial planta-
tion supporters (Pitts 2005, 228; also, see Lawlor 1959). Accordingly,
he suggested a gradual abolition of slavery to maintain the national
dignity of France and her position in the colonies (Tocqueville 1840,
14-18). For Tocqueville, as Britain had rapidly abolished slavery after
long-lasting discussions, it was now even harder for France to keep
hold of its colonies in the Antilles.” In the Antilles, slavery had be-
come an issue, to the detriment of France. Therefore, France had to
abolish slavery before there were incitements against it. According to
Tocqueville, the supreme memory and legacy of the Revolution and
the glory, fame and prestige of France necessitated abolition in the
colonies.

Colonialism or Slavery? Abolish Slavery but Keep Their
Countries Occupied!

Throughout the above discussions, Tocqueville considered slavery
as the social and economic institution of a former system and not
only something demanded by a group. For him, social and economic
change obligated abolition. Slavery does not comply with economic
laws that administrate the production of the time (Swedberg 2009,
175-177). Tocqueville indicated that slavery leads to a spreading idle-
ness in society. In a system that includes slavery, ignorance and pride
and poverty and luxury simultaneously exist.

Slavery, ... dishonors work. ... It enervates the forces of the mind and
puts human activity to sleep. The influence of slavery, combined with
the British character, explains the mores and the social state of the
South [of United States]. (Tocqueville 2010a, 52)

The French slave colonies were Guadeloupe and Martinique in the Caribbean
and Guyana and Reunion in the Indian Ocean (for further information, see
Gershman 1976).
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Therefore, when a slave is freed, he will become a more prolific
worker. As the British discovered, a man is more “active when he
worked for wages, avid for the goods offered by civilization when he
could acquire them, loyal to the law when the law had become be-
nevolent toward him, ready to learn as soon as he had perceived the
utility of instruction, sedentary when he had a home, regular in his
mores when he had been permitted to enjoy the joys of family”
(Tocqueville 2001i, 214). Tocqueville observed that marriage and
family regulate the lives of Negro slaves. Therefore, the disenthralled
slaves will work even more once they start families. Tocqueville also
mentioned the dissidence on slavery in America, referring to the in-
dustrial north and the agricultural south by saying “[liln the North
emancipating the slaves was all profit; you rid yourself in this way of
slavery, without having anything to fear from free Negroes” (Tocque-
ville 2010b, 578). Accordingly, he suggested abolition should be left
to time rather than risk triggering a similar civil war.

Likewise, Tocqueville claimed that it is hard to abolish slavery in
America in a rapid manner due to the economic, political and admin-
istrative structure. As a matter of fact, the slaves have certain difficul-
ties in transitioning to free life (Tocqueville 2010b, 515-521). On the
other hand, in the case of slavery abolition, the hatred of whites
against the blacks will rise in the South, and the ground for coexist-
ence will be completely destroyed. He says that he sees “the abolition
of slavery as a means to delay in the states of the South the struggle of
the two races” (Tocqueville 2010b, 578). Nonetheless, Tocqueville
expresses that it is impossible for Southerners to maintain slavery
forever in a world where industry gradually spreads. Therefore, only
a progressive disenthralling process could be applied under such
circumstances (Tocqueville 2010b, 581).

Thus, having told for so long how inhuman and démodé slavery
is, Tocqueville paradoxically concludes that slavery should not be
abolished immediately. He expresses understanding of the presence
and necessity of the slavery institution in the United States, a country
that is lauded for its functioning democracy. Democracy in America
was published at a time when Tocqueville was a member of the Soci-
ety of Slavery Abolition. At that time, he was under severe criticism by
the press, parliament and academia; Democracy in America was
among the much-referred-to texts by the anti-abolitionists in France.
Evidently, Tocqueville wrote the work in consideration of the peculi-
ar condition in the United States. He objected to slavery not in princi-
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pal terms but because, for him, the market and goods production
were no longer suitable for slavery. His constantly paradoxical posi-
tion was due to political pragmatism. As his later writings on Algeria
would show, for Tocqueville, there were specific principles for spe-
cific contexts instead of eternal and universal ones.

After all, he does indicate that even if slavery were to be abol-
ished, the blacks and whites could never live together under equal
conditions. For Tocqueville, the institutionalized exploitation rela-
tions will prevent the absolutely ruptured two races from coming
together. The position of the blacks will be worse than that of the
Indians:

The Indians will die in isolation as they lived; but the destiny of the
Negroes is in a way intertwined with that of the Europeans. Although
the two races are bound to each other, they do not blend together. It
is as difficult for them to separate completely as to unite. (Tocqueville
2010Db, 549).

In the Antilles, for example, as the whites retreated, the blacks be-
came more and more dominant, eventually resulting in the whites
withdrawing from society. According to Tocqueville, control by an
external power is needed for these two races to live together without
violence. This is where the colonial administration is needed. In 1839,
Tocqueville submitted a report to Parliament in which he advised
white landlords to employ blacks as workers to maintain a (white)
French existence in the Antilles. Thus, the negroes would have a liv-
ing space, and it would be easier to keep hold of the Antilles through
such a relation of economic dependence (Tocqueville 1840, 16; see
also Drescher 1968b, 129).

Therefore, Tocqueville’s vision is related to imperial expansion
and dominance rather than to universal equality. He saw, in abolition,
the opportunity to maintain an imperial hegemony. He criticizes Go-
bineau,’ who predicted the fall of the white race due to abolition,
saying, “A few million men, who a few centuries ago, lived nearly
shelterless in the forests and in the marshes of Europe will, within a
hundred years, have transformed the globe and dominated the other

“Gobineau’s life was crucially affected by his relations with Tocqueville. Their
correspondence, which began in 1843 and ended in 1859, the year of Tocque-
ville’s death, contains both intense controversy and avowals of friendship.” (Rich-
ter 1958, 152)
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races” (Tocqueville 1959, 268). Thus, in any case, whites will be su-
perior to blacks according to Tocqueville. Nevertheless, for now,
enslavement is not the right method for the political interests of the
French. Consequently, support for abolition did not contradict ex-
pansion of the colonies for Tocqueville.

Difference between Races and In-Equality

In terms of race, Tocqueville adopted the French liberal tradition.
Before and after the Revolution, the advantages of racial diversity
were discussed, particularly in the light of the Roman Empire; none-
theless, the influence of such ideas did not last long. In the 19" centu-
ry, the dominant opinion in France was closer to racism. In his An
Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races, Gobineau (1967), a
prominent figure in racism, claims that the radicals, defined as those
who defend the equality of races, are deviants who are far removed
from religious influence. According to him, the divine natural order
shows that the races cannot be equal. Tocqueville was one of the
earliest and strictest critics of Gobineau.” In a letter to Gobineau on
July 30, 1856, Tocqueville (1959, 292-294) expresses that Gobineau’s
ideas are absolutely wrong and harmful, and he criticizes determin-
ism, which deeply influenced the French elite and the concept of
racism. Explanations pursuant to biological factors closed the social
domain in certain sections. In another letter to Gobineau on Novem-
ber 17, 1853, Tocqueville writes as follows:

Can there be any purpose in persuading those sluggish peoples who
are already living in barbarism, indolence, or servitude, that, being
what they are because of their race, nothing can be done to better
their conditions, change their customs, or alter their government? Do
you not see that from your doctrine follow all the evils produced by
permanent inequality: pride, violence, scorn of fellow man, tyranny,
and abjection in all its forms? (Tocqueville 1959, 227)

Tocqueville often expresses warnings of the potential dangers of
racial discrimination to and in a society, as does his fellow traveler
and close friend, Beaumont. Together, they explicitly defended this
argument in public; an argument that they attained after their obser-
vations in America. Marie, written by Beaumont (1998) after the
America trip, handles the dramatic and immoral circumstances that

?  TFor a detailed discussion on correspondence between Tocqueville and Gobineau

about races, see (Richter 1958).
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arose due to racial discrimination and became one of the most-read
books in France in its time (see Greiman 2010, 76-120). Tocqueville
was deeply influenced by the ideas in this work. On two occasions in
Democracy in America, Tocqueville refers to the work by Beaumont.
In the Introduction, he speaks highly of the upcoming novel, Marie,
by Beaumont. Later, in a chapter on the race problem in American
society, he admits that he had to touch shallowly upon the matter,
heralding that Beaumont would comprehensively handle the prob-
lem in his work (Tocqueville 2010a, 29). According to Beaumont,
racism has much higher costs for a society than just the apparent
ones. For him, social strata, established by racism (which is institu-
tionalized through slavery), vield decadence and violence; there-
upon, it poses an obstacle for the social and economic progress of
humanity. In this respect, it is as though Beaumont and Tocqueville
had visited different countries because the former focused on the
moral collapse in American society, while the latter described the
same in an egalitarian manner. Despite referring to Beaumont,
Tocqueville argues for the opposite (for a detailed discussion, see
Schaub, 1998). In Democracy in America, he depicts equality in
American society. According to Tocqueville, the problem of poverty
is totally off the agenda of democracy in the US. Although the poor
can have no property, they can still freely vote and intervene in gov-
ernment affairs. In On the penitentiary system in the United States
and ils application in France, which he co-wrote with Beaumont
(1964) in 1833, the two discuss at length the institutionalized poverty
generated by the American system; nevertheless, Tocqueville contin-
ues to define American society on an egalitarian axis, probably be-
cause he thinks such poverty does not prejudice the American egali-
tarianism. He claims that, in comparison to Europe, the rich are less
rich and the poor are less poor in the United States. America hosts no
poor, non-property proletariat or inhuman industrial serfs (Tocque-
ville 2010b, 335-336). Moreover, according to Tocqueville, the
amount of poverty in America is decided by democratic channels,
namely, poverty laws. Placing free voting and popular politics as the
basis of American democracy, Tocqueville overlooks the blacks, who
are dramatically depicted by Beaumont in Marie, and ignores their
lack of seats in the white American democracy. Tocqueville was ex-
pected to address the issue through sociological depth and political
analysis, instead of via the literary view as by Beaumont." Neverthe-

' In the preface, Beaumont (1998, 4) indicates that Tocqueville explains the institu-
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less, Tocqueville does not opt for such an approach and shrugs off
blacks and the poor alike. As Curtis Stokes (1990, 13) puts forth,
Tocqueville’s new liberalism, which marginalizes the culture of peo-
ples, was built on racial differences as much as ever.

Colony: Key to National Glory and Solution of Problems

Apart from abolition, Tocqueville concentrates on the problem of
the colonies, especially that in Algeria. As of the second half of the
18™ century, France was dramatically weak compared to Britain with
regard to colonialism. Especially in the wake of the Seven Years’ War
between 1756 and 1763, the colonies in India were left to Britain,
whereupon France fell behind in the race of colonialism. During the
Revolution, France was expected to resume its former glory, but, as
the revolution was suppressed by European powers, France faced the
danger of becoming an impotent country. This fact was most appar-
ent in the colonies. Although France evened up (America, the most
important British colony, gained independence through French sup-
port), the British still possessed other significant colonies, such as
India and China. Hastily and unready, the French occupation of Alge-
ria was partially related to such political and psychological factors
and partially to the position the British had begun to obtain in the
Mediterranean. At the end of the 18" century, the French had nothing
but the Caribbean and a few small colonies in the Indian Ocean;
North Africa was considered more promising for French expansion-
ism.

The Ottomans had suffered a serious loss of power both inside
and outside the empire in 1770. This loss was particularly felt by the
states that were far from the center. Algeria, which fell under Otto-
man domination in the mid-16" century, was governed in collabora-
tion with local authorities, like other North African territories. The
deys who governed Algeria were symbolically connected to Istanbul.
After Napoleon’s attack on Egypt in 1789, the Bastian Trade Centre,
the foundation of which was permitted to the French in 1578 on the
conditions of paying taxes and not building castles, was also occu-
pied. Therefore, political tension increased between France and Alge-
ria. Moreover, throughout the 18" century, Algerian pirates threat-
ened Mediterranean commerce; this was another source of tension
between the parties. Nevertheless, in the late 18" century, the balance

tions while he tries to reveal traditions.
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was shifted in the Mediterranean. The British beat the French in the
battles of Abukir and Trafalgar in 1798 and 1805, respectively, and
solidified the British presence in the Mediterranean. In 1816, Britain
sent a fleet under the command of Lord Exmont and the Dutch navy
to Algeria to terminate piracy in Mediterranean pursuant to the rele-
vant decision by the Congress of Vienna in 1815. The fleet bombard-
ed Algiers and annihilated the naval power of the country. France
thus sought acquiring new colonies in this region, instead of re-
acquiring those previously lost. Accordingly, making use of the weak
Algerian naval force and the stringent and difficult situation of the
Ottomans (due to the Greek Revolt in 1828-29), France officially oc-
cupied Algeria in 1830. The Ottoman Empire could merely protest to
France because of the reform process within the country and its diffi-
cult situation in world politics."

Over the next ten vears, the French could not decide on what to
do with Algeria. At first, they removed the Turkish elements lest they
complicate French rule. Consequently, however, Algeria became
uncontrollable.'” The French had two options: they could either indi-
rectly rule the country through control of the seaports on the coasts
or domineer and colonize all of Algeria. By 1840, France left behind
ten years of indecision and finally opted for complete control of Alge-
ria; nonetheless, they faced extensive resistance. Bugeaud, the vice-
roy, indicated that it was wrong to conduct only a defensive war by
remaining in certain castle-towns because this meant leaving the rest
of the country in the hands of tribes. Accordingly, he declared the
need for a radical change in the war strategy. The basic principle of
the war conducted by Bugeaud, an astute tactician, was to attack the
sources of people, to burn the crops and to plunder the villages. He
aimed to make Algeria surrender through basic terror. The intense
violence continued until the end of the resistance, which was guided
by Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir in 1847 when, also, the Ottoman Empire
waived its rights on France. The occupation of Algeria, the practiced

""" For further information about the French occupation of Algeria, see (Kahraman

1993, 488-489)

2 Tocqueville (2001b, 10-11), who eventually visited Algeria, was surprised to see
how the Ottomans kept hold of the country for 300 years with so few forces and
suggested studying the Ottoman model. Nevertheless, Tocqueville had forgotten
that the Ottoman model was not a colonial one and that France would have to
completely change the basis of its colonies if they were to follow the Ottoman
example.
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violence, the methods for repressing revolts, the established rule, the
military problems and the settler issues occupied the agenda of
Tocqueville’s generation.

Tocqueville was not happy with France’s position among the co-
lonialist countries or present colonies. During his sojourn in the US,
he observed what a big and wonderful country the British had once
maintained while wandering in this former colony that had recently
gained independence. He considered Martinique to be very weak
and unimportant compared to significant parts of India and China. In
his trip to America, he was often lost in nostalgia of the French Colo-
nial Empire, whose ancient remains were then scattered. Throughout
the journey, Tocqueville had the following question in mind: Why
does France not have better colonies than it has at the moment? What
makes the British superior to the French in obtaining better colonies?
On this problem, he wrote a short chapter in Democracy in America,
named Some Ideas about What Prevents the French from Having
Good Colonies; nevertheless, he eventually excluded the article from
the book (Tocqueville, 2001g). Therefore, Tocqueville supported
France having new and more important colonies. He treated the mat-
ter of Algeria, an important issue in the intellectual and political
agenda, within this context. As he often did, he visited Algeria to ana-
lyze the problem in-situ and he corresponded with colonial rulers,
collected information from visitors of the country, conducted com-
prehensive studies about Algerian society, history, law system and
Islam, and attained a central position within the problem in his day.

Visit to Algeria: Tough Face of Beautiful Land

Tocqueville wrote his first articles on Algeria in a minor journal
called La presse de Seine-et-Oise on June 23 and August 22, 1837,
while he was trying to become a parliament member. Rumor has it
that he wrote the two articles to attract attention to his political skills
as a candidate. Moreover, he was closely related to the Algerian prob-
lem, a vital issue for France (Swedberg 2009, 183-184). In those days,
Tocqueville carefully read the Qur’an, reflected on Islam and wrote
letters to friends for information” (Tocqueville 2001d). In 1837, his

% Tocqueville cared about having a great deal of knowledge about an issue before

writing about it. This initiated his travelling to relevant places and not just con-
tenting himself with a collection of written texts. In the introduction of his first ar-
ticle on Algeria, he clearly indicates this fact: “M. Desjobert, in a recently pub-
lished book on our colony that in other respects was quite good, argues that in
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main concern was to demonstrate Algeria’s importance and great
potential for France. Tocqueville noted this fact, saying, “I have no
doubt that we shall be able to raise a great monument to our coun-
try’s glory on the African coast” (Tocqueville 2001f, 24).

The Algerian problem divided the French public. Tocqueville is
essentially closer to the anti-colonialist liberal intellectuals. Neverthe-
less, in regard to colonialism, he breaks away from the liberals so
much so that he even ventures to contradict his own opinions. For
example, in Democracy in America, he explains the necessity of an
ethical principle in the encounter between Western forces and weak-
er nations, but the Algerian problem and the extended revolt by ‘Abd
al-Qadir forced him to give up his loyalty to such an ethical frame-
work.

Once elected, Tocqueville thought he needed to address the prob-
lem in a closer manner and was assigned as a member of the Royal
Commission that was established in 1840. In the preparation process
of a Commission report, Tocqueville paid his first visit, which lasted
about a month, to Algeria, together with Beaumont and Beaumont’s
brother Hippolyte. The notes Tocqueville took upon disembarking
show how he was impressed by Algeria: “A promised land, if one
didn’t have to farm with gun in hand” (Tocqueville 2001e, 37). The
journey was planned to last longer, but Tocqueville had to return
earlier due to an illness.'" After his return, he retreated to his chateau
and elaborated his notes, forming a point of view. In 1846, Tocque-
ville set off for a second, longer visit to Algeria. Probably because of
his illness from the first trip, he did not demand to travel upcountry in
the second trip (Tocqueville 1862¢, 83). In 1847, he took charge as

order to discuss a foreign country properly, it is well never to have been there.
This is an advantage I share with him, but I hardly pride myself on it. On the con-
trary, I take the popular view that in order to inform others about something, it is
useful to know it oneself, and that to know something well, it is not useless to
have seen it. So I do not pride myself on not having been to Africa, but I shall at-
tempt to profit from the accounts of several of my friends who have spent a long
time there, and to make it as little apparent as possible that I have never myself
witnessed the things I am trying to depict” (Tocqueville 2001b, 5).

The disease was an opportunity for Tocqueville to understand it was more diffi-
cult than it looked to penetrate Algerian inlands; but he considered the illness on-
ly as a consequence of carelessness. In the wake of his voyages, he wrote reports
and articles; besides, as a typical 19" century intellectual, he left behind many
notes, memoirs and letters.
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judicial clerk in the new commission, established by Parliament, to
assess the occupation policy in Algeria. His two reports in the process
played their part in determining the French policy in Algeria.

Colonialism for National Glory

Tocqueville paid his first visit to Algeria at a time when the country
was subject to intense violence, and there were serious debates on
the issue in France. During and after his visit, Tocqueville indicated,
in his letters to General Bugeaud and in his articles, his support for
the strategy of spreading the violence. According to Tocqueville, a
strategy to destroy everyone would not be right; nevertheless, an
amicable policy could not attain achievement either. For him,
Bugeaud’s method was the only option for breaking the resistance:

On the other hand, I have often heard men in France whom I respect,
but with whom I do not agree, find it wrong that we burn harvests,
that we empty silos, and finally that we seize unarmed men, women,
and children.

These, in my view, are unfortunate necessities, but ones to which any
people that wants to wage war on the Arabs is obliged to submit
(Tocqueville 2001a, 70).

In this text, his main target is the liberals whom he worked with in
Parliament. The liberals considered the colony to be costly and eco-
nomically useless, but for Tocqueville, a colony could not be evaluat-
ed only in financial terms. According to him, the possession of colo-
nies signifies a political prerequisite to becoming a great nation.
Tocqueville indicates that France would never quit Algeria due to
threats by “a few barbarian tribes.” If France behaved so, it would be
seen as a second rate and weak state. Instead, the sections inhabited
by settlers should be fortified and transformed into agricultural oases;
thus revealing European civilization (Tocqueville 2001a, 59).

Indeed, Tocqueville declared that Furopean settlers in Algeria
could not live together with the locals, just as with the Negroes and
Indians in America. However, he also announced that it was time to
leave behind military policy, which was about to come to its end, for
the agricultural colonial model of settlers. The establishment of small,
well-protected settler villages would provide the European popula-
tion with due safety and peace. Although Tocqueville never directly
criticized Bugeaud’s policy, he argued that military politics had
reached their limit and that public opinion had begun to evolve to-
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wards a view that defended the necessity of ending the bloody stage.
The suppression of the ‘Abd al-Qadir revolt and control of Algeria
were influential on the process. Now, the foundations were laid for
applying the new models recommended by Tocqueville.

Colonialism for Solution of National Problems: Disposses-
sion, and Construction of a European Society

Tocqueville prioritizes the glory and pride of his country over any-
thing else. More importantly, he believes that social problems due to
industrialization cannot be solved if France falls behind in colonial-
ism. According to Tocqueville, colonies are necessary to eliminate
many internal and external dangers against France. “France cannot
forget those of her children who live in the colonies, nor lose sight of
her greatness, which demands that these colonies progress” (Tocque-
ville 2001h, 221).

In the first half of the 19" century, France considered colonies as
an opportunity to found an agricultural utopia. A colony was seen as
a means for solving the social and political problems within the colo-
nizing country through provision of land to landless proletariat or
exportation of ordinary criminals.

According to Tocqueville, in Algeria, France needed to suppress
the Arabs and the tribes through violence before settling a European
community who would live apart from the locals. A form of economic
supervision had to be established following the military supervision.
For this purpose, Tocqueville recommended deploying more French
settlers in Algeria. Because more than 100,000 settlers taken to Algeria
were stuck in cities, the colonization could hardly attain success.
Tocqueville suggested providing these settlers with land so that they
would appropriate Algeria as their homeland. For him, the parceling
out of rural areas and the foundation of French settlements were
needed to build a consistent and sustainable colonial policy.

Tocqueville put forth these ideas in the light of his travel to Ameri-
ca. For him, the rural nature of American society was an important
factor for success in the colonization of this vast continent. In fact,
Tocqueville was aware of the Indian massacre, which lasted until the
mid-19" century to rarefy the Indian population and seize the Indian
lands; moreover, he knew that a similar slaughter would have to take
place in Algeria. As he indicates in a cold-blooded manner, he con-
siders this fact to be an unfortunate necessity. According to Tocque-
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ville, once a country decides to become colonialist, it has to commit
such crimes. The civilization, which should arrive in such lands in the
future, would have enough glory and brightness to forgive everything
it did in the past.

If settlers are provided with privileges and political power and if
the colonialists become more powerful in economic terms, it will be
possible to give lands to the landless villagers and proletariat in
France and to more easily control the colony. Nevertheless, the prob-
lem of property should be solved to settle the French permanently in
Algerian lands outside of the cities. To that end, it is first of all neces-
sary to take the land from out of the hands of Algerians.

Establish by a law, or at the very least by royal ordinance, forms of
expropriation that are less rapid and less savage than those used in
Algeria. Impose the obligation of paying a real price for the property.
Surround the declaration of eminent domain with certain formalities
that prevent it from being as lightly used as it is now (Tocqueville
2001a, 114).

For Tocqueville, private property is among the “unalterable laws;”
accordingly, he considers it to be an important institution for the ex-
istence of modern society (Tocqueville 1970, 75). This was the domi-
nant view of the time, whereupon property could belong exclusively
to the bourgeoisie in Europe and to the white outside of Europe. At
the time when Tocqueville wrote these words, Marx and Engels
(1976) declared in The Communist Manifesto the central position of
private property for a bourgeois society and that dispossession was
carried out for the sake of private property. In any case, disposses-
sion was required for modern property. In the country, dispossession
was employed for property based on bourgeois society; abroad, co-
lonialists dispossessed locals to obtain property. This, in a sense, led
to an equilibrium. The proletariat and peasantry were dispossessed in
the homeland, which in turn had to possess colonies to provide them
with property. As a matter of fact, Tocqueville saw colonies as a prin-
cipal means of appeasing the ruthless struggle between classes in the
motherland and of solving relevant social problems.

There is, however, a fundamental difference between the pre-
colonial statuses of the Algerian and American societies that Tocque-
ville tries to model. In North America, the Indians were leading a no-
madic life, whereas the North African locals had adopted a sedentary
life for thousands of years. In America, no private property is in ques-
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tion regarding lands, whereas Algeria has a private property regime
on legal grounds. Therefore, it was necessary to dispossess the Alge-
rian locals to provide the French settlers with lands and to hand over
the ownership of Algeria to the French. Consequently, this difference
may be the reason behind the failure of the French in Algeria com-
pared to the success of the American colony in establishing a new
European society.

Tocqueville asserts that people will not easily succumb to losing
their lands; as a result, only armed French villagers could live in Alge-
ria. Thus, if settlers have land and property, they will seek solutions
to their own problems and make Algeria their homeland. The defense
of private property and the fervor for earning money constitute signif-
icant passions for protecting one’s colony. Otherwise, the provision-
al-looking occupants will indeed have to leave the country one day.
These ideas by Tocqueville were mostly grounded in his almost ob-
sessive conception of an egalitarian democracy that will emerge
through the minor aristocracy as based on land ownership. He never
mentions any future trade with Algeria or industry to be established
therein. In fact, he considers merchants to be speculators. For him, if
French people possess the lands, then all will be better for France.

Knowledge and Power: Foolsteps of Orientalist Scholar

Tocqueville believed in the necessity of being knowledgeable
about the history and society of occupied lands to execute a flawless
and successful colonialism. His private correspondences, reports, and
speeches explicitly reveal this conviction. According to him, the suc-
cess of the British in India was grounded on the possession of such
knowledge. Therefore, Tocqueville claims that the French should
establish a school like the British Haileybury College (Tocqueville
2001c¢, 148). Such a school will ensure informing colonial leaders
about their new land, which in turn will lead to a more prolific and
efficient rule. By saying “One can study barbarous people only with
arms in hand” (2001b, 130), Tocqueville asserts that the control of a
colony is crucial for obtaining information. Thus, he puts forth a close
relation between Orientalism and colonialism approximately 140
years earlier than Said. Tocqueville believes the veil on Algeria is re-
moved thanks to colonialism; now, the “right and natural boundaries”
of dominance will be determined through an analysis on the history
and social institutions of the Arabs and the tribes. “The true and natu-
ral limits of our domination in Africa, what must be the normal state
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of our forces there for a long time to come, the instruments we need
and the appropriate form of administration for the peoples who live
there, what we may hope of them, and what it is wise to fear.”
(Tocqueville 2001c, 130). As Richter (1963, 365) indicates, this is the
alternative view brought about by Tocqueville, who levees all his
intellectual skills for the better colonization of Algeria. As a social
scientist, he tries to create a colony model via deeper insight into the
problems through historical and social structure.

According to Tocqueville, France fails in Algeria mostly because of
lack of information about the latter. He often told his friends about
necessity of analyses on Algerian history, social structure, Ottoman
rule, Islamic law, and Islamic belief system. “It is victory that, estab-
lishing numerous and necessary connections between them and us,
led us to penetrate their customs, their ideas, their beliefs, and finally
yielded the secret of how to govern them” (Tocqueville 2001¢, 130).
Accordingly, he comprehended that more in-depth knowledge about
a society would make it easier to rule. Thus, Tocqueville was among
early thinkers who foresaw the need for an orientalist portrait as a
vanguard of colonialists, just as depicted by Said (1977) in his Orien-
talism. In this respect, Tocqueville once again cites British model.
British had sent the most reputable scholars in order to educate the
officials in colonies; now, France had to follow this path. Indeed, the
French were aware of such a necessity, as the first orientalist school
was established in France. Nonetheless, due to the weak structure in
the second half of the 18" century and the havoc following the Revo-
lution, the French were late in building a system similar to that of the
British (in the first quarter of 19" century). Tocqueville seeks the
harmony established by the British between the orientalist and colo-
nial officials.

In this respect, the demolition of former administrative records
would be a huge mistake in Tocqueville’s eyes. The abolition of all
local administrators will be an even greater fault (Swedberg 2009,
184). According to Tocqueville, a country can only be ruled in col-
laboration with local administrators. He insistently emphasizes that
the full-scale colonial occupation started by the French in Algeria is
unsustainable. In his opinion (2001c, 147), if France ensures the
complete surrender of Algerians, then France should educate and
transform them into a more European and high-profile society. Thus,
the glory of the French nation will become even more apparent as it
fathers a lower society. Indeed, Tocqueville sees colonialism as a
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