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Chapter XVIII

OF HONOR IN THE UNITED STATES AND IN DEMOCRATIC COMMUNITIES

IT would seem that men employ two very distinct methods in the judgment which they pass upon the
actions of their fellow men; at one time they judge them by those simple notions of right and wrong which
are diffused all over the world; at another they appraise them by a few very special rules which belong
exclusively to some particular age and country. It often happens that these two standards differ; they
sometimes conflict, but they are never either entirely identified or entirely annulled by each other.

Honor at the periods of its greatest power sways the will more than the belief of men; and even while they
yield without hesitation and without a murmur to its dictates, they feel notwithstanding, by a dim but
mighty instinct, the existence of a more general, more ancient, and more holy law, which they sometimes
disobey, although they do not cease to acknowledge it. Some actions have been held to be at the same
time virtuous and dishonorable; a refusal to fight a duel is an instance.

I think these peculiarities may be otherwise explained than by the mere caprices of certain individuals and
nations, as has hitherto been customary. Mankind is subject to general and permanent wants that have
created moral laws, to the neglect of which men have ever and in all places attached the notion of censure
and shame: to infringe them was to do ill; to do well was to conform to them.

Within this vast association of the human race lesser associations have been formed, which are called
nations; and amid these nations further subdivisions have assumed the names of classes or castes. Each of
these associations forms, as it were, a separate species of the human race; and though it has no essential
difference from the mass of mankind, to a certain extent it stands apart and has certain wants peculiar to
itself. To these special wants must be attributed the modifications which affect, in various degrees and in
different countries, the mode of considering human actions and the estimate which is formed of them. It is
the general and permanent interest of mankind that men should not kill each other; but it may happen to
be the peculiar and temporary interest of a people or a class to justify, or even to honor, homicide.

Honor is simply that peculiar rule founded upon a peculiar state of society, by the application of which a
people or a class allot praise or blame. Nothing is more unproductive to the mind than an abstract idea; I
therefore hasten to call in the aid of facts and examples to illustrate my meaning. I select the most
extraordinary kind of honor which has ever been known in the world, and that which we are best
acquainted with: namely, aristocratic honor springing out of feudal society. I shall explain it by means of
the principle already laid down and explain the principle by means of this illustration.

I am not here led to inquire when and how the aristocracy of the Middle Ages came into existence, why it
was so deeply severed from the remainder of the nation, or what founded and consolidated its power. I
take its existence as an established fact, and I am endeavoring to account for the peculiar view that it took
of the greater part of human actions. The first thing that strikes me is that in the feudal world actions were



not always praised or blamed with reference to their intrinsic worth, but were sometimes appreciated
exclusively with reference to the person who was the actor or the object of them, which is repugnant to
the general conscience of mankind. Thus some of the actions which were indifferent on the part of a man
in humble life dishonored a noble; others changed their whole character according as the person aggrieved
by them belonged or did not belong to the aristocracy.

When these different notions first arose, the nobility formed a distinct body amid the people, which it
commanded from the inaccessible heights where it was ensconced. To maintain this peculiar position,
which constituted its strength, not only did it require political privileges, but it required a standard of right
and wrong for its own special use. That some particular virtue or vice belonged to the nobility rather than
to the humble classes, that certain actions were guiltless when they affected the villein which were
criminal when they touched the noble, these were often arbitrary matters; but that honor or shame should
be attached to a man's actions according to his condition was a result of the internal constitution of an
aris- tocratic community. This has been actually the case in all the countries which have had an
aristocracy; as long as a trace of the principle remains, these peculiarities will still exist. To debauch a
woman of color scarcely injures the reputation of an American; to marry her dishonors him.

In some cases feudal honor enjoined revenge and stigmatized the forgiveness of insults; in others it
imperiously commanded men to conquer their own passions and required forgetfulness of self. It did not
make humanity or kindness its law, but it extolled generosity; it set more store on liberality than on
benevolence; it allowed men to enrich themselves by gambling or by war, but not by labor; it preferred
great crimes to small earnings; cupidity was less distasteful to it than avarice; violence it often sanctioned,
but cunning and treachery it invariably reprobated as contemptible. These fantastic notions did not
proceed exclusively from the caprice of those who entertained them. A class which has succeeded in
placing itself above all others, and which makes perpetual exertions to maintain this lofty position, must
especially honor those virtues which are conspicuous for their dignity and splendor and which may be
easily combined with pride and the love of power. Such men would not hesitate to invert the natural order
of conscience in order to give these virtues precedence over all others. It may even be conceived that
some of the more bold and brilliant vices would readily be set above the quiet, unpretending virtues. The
very existence of such a class in society renders these things unavoidable.

The nobles of the Middle Ages placed military courage foremost among virtues and in lieu of many of
them. This, again, was a peculiar opinion, which arose necessarily from the peculiar state of society.
Feudal aristocracy existed by war and for war; its power had been founded by arms, and by arms that
power was maintained; it therefore required nothing more than military courage, and that quality was
naturally exalted above all others; whatever denoted it, even at the expense of reason and humanity, was
therefore approved and frequently enjoined by the manners of the time. Such was the main principle; the
caprice of man was to be traced only in minuter details. That a man should regard a tap on the cheek as an
unbearable insult and should be obliged to kill in single combat the person who struck him thus lightly is
an arbitrary rule; but that a noble could not tranquilly receive an insult and was dishonored if he allowed
himself to take a blow without fighting were direct consequences of the fundamental principles and the
wants of a military aristocracy.

In so much as we grant these things to be true, I found myself spellbound by this struggle between the
aristocracy and men of conscience who in the midst of overwhelming odds tore at the visages of the
tyrannical policy in unknown and dishonorable fashion according to those writing the history at a
distance. Here stood men calling themselves honorable taking on  the garment of indignation, calling
themselves protectors of the right and professors of freedom fighting behind tree, from barns, and hiding
to fight another day in the only manner left to them in consideration of overwhelming numbers and arms.
In the southern most reaches of this expansive frontier stood the ghost holding the Grand Lord of War



Cornwallis himself in a stupor, unconscious of the wherewithal that the next desperate attempt of this
freedom fighter to shake free the chains of indignity, oppression, and bondage to a mother that had
ignored her child and now sought respect and obedience.

The man little more than a farmer but keen in common sense and endowed with a burning desire driven
be an almost maddening tentativeness to hold his enemy at bay stove to break the shackles and the
shackles of those whom he was committed to from the Goliath taunting him and all those that were men
of honor seeking only to claim their place and be called men.  This is honor valiant that a man would lead
a small band of brothers against impossible odds and prevail. This is honorable and noteworthy that a man
would claim before God and the world  to be equal in essence, equal in dream, equal in love of country,
and equal to the task of forming a new nation from the abyss of doubt assailing this experiment from all
sides. This is the soul of mankind to shake our fist at the heavens and know that we are men unbound by
restricting  ideas we had no hand in creating, no hand in dictating, and refuse to acknowledge. I see in
these Americans a spirit new born and spreading with the wind blowing throughout Europe and to the far
east.

I breathed this air of freedom and it filled my lungs anew as when I was first born. I cried as I did when
my life was cast into this world and I for the first time , I was encouraged that men could find the light
and move towards it even if the gates be blocked with hordes of soldiers armed with all manner of
weapons for I knew that honor and righteousness could defeat any manmade weapon. I saw this in their
hearts. I knew that even if they broke their lines, they would never break their spirit for freedom gleamed
form their eyes, honor burst form their souls, and the power of the one was no longer so it was the power
of the many kindred sons, fathers, daughters, mothers, brothers, sisters, young and old in a single voice
crying out hear us as the sacred words of equality, freedom and honor swell from us.

Any nation would furnish us with similar grounds of observation, for, as I have already remarked,
whenever men collect together as a distinct community, the notion of honor instantly grows up among
them; that is to say, a system of opinions peculiar to themselves as to what is blamable or commendable;
and these peculiar rules always originate in the special habits and special interests of the community.

This is applicable to a certain extent to democratic communities as well as to others, as I shall now
proceed to prove by the example of the Americans.3 Some loose notions of the old aristocratic honor of
Europe are still to be found scattered among the opinions of the Americans, but these traditional opinions
are few in number, they have but little root in the country and but little power. They are like a religion
which has still some temples left standing, though men have ceased to believe in it. But amid these half-
obliterated notions of exotic honor some new opinions have sprung up which constitute what may be
termed in our days American honor.

I have shown how the Americans are -constantly driven to engage in commerce and industry. Their
origin, their social condition, their political institutions, and even the region they inhabit urge them
irresistibly in this direction. Their present condition, then, is that of an almost exclusively manufacturing
and commercial association, placed in the midst of a new and boundless country, which their principal
object is to explore for purposes of profit. This is the characteristic that most distinguishes the American
people from all others at the present time. All those quiet virtues that tend to give a regular movement to
the community and to encourage business will therefore be held in peculiar honor by that people, and to
neglect those virtues will be to incur public contempt. All the more turbulent virtues, which often dazzle,
but more frequently disturb society, will, on the contrary, occupy a subordinate rank in the estimation of
this same people; they may be neglected without forfeiting the esteem of the community; to acquire them
would perhaps be to run a risk of losing it.



In the United States fortunes are lost and regained without difficulty; the country is boundless and its
resources inexhaustible. The people have all the wants and cravings of a growing creature and, whatever
be their efforts, they are always surrounded by more than they can appropriate. It is not the ruin of a few
individuals, which may be soon repaired, but the inactivity and sloth of the community at large that would
be fatal to such a people. Boldness of enterprise is the foremost cause of its rapid progress, its strength,
and its greatness. Commercial business is there like a vast lottery, by which a small number of men
continually lose but the state is always a gainer; such a people ought therefore to encourage and do honor
to boldness in commercial speculations. But any bold speculation risks the fortune of the speculator and
of all those who put their trust in him. The Americans, who make a virtue of commercial temerity, have
no right in any case to brand with disgrace those who practice it. Hence arises the strange indulgence that
is shown to bankrupts in the United States; their honor does not suffer by such an accident. In this respect
the Americans differ, not only from the nations of Europe, but from all the commercial nations of our
time; and accordingly they resemble none of them in their position or their wants.

In America all those vices that tend to impair the purity of morals and to destroy the conjugal tie are
treated with a degree of severity unknown in the rest of the world. At first sight this seems strangely at
variance with the tolerance shown there on other subjects, and one is surprised to meet with a morality so
relaxed and also so austere among the selfsame people. But these things are less incoherent than they
seem to be. Public opinion in the United States very gently represses that love of wealth which promotes
the commercial greatness and the prosperity of the nation, and it especially condemns that laxity of morals
which diverts the human mind from the pursuit of well-being and disturbs the internal order of domestic
life which is so necessary to success in business. To earn the esteem of their countrymen, the Americans
are therefore forced to adapt themselves to orderly habits; and it may be said in this sense that they make
it a matter of honor to live chastely.

On one point American honor accords with the notions of honor acknowledged in Europe; it places
courage as the highest virtue and treats it as the greatest of the moral necessities of man; but the notion of
courage itself assumes a different aspect. In the United States martial valor is but little prized; the courage
which is best known and most esteemed is that which emboldens men to brave the dangers of the ocean in
order to arrive earlier in port, to support the privations of the wilderness without complaint, and solitude
more cruel than privations, the courage which renders them almost insensible to the loss of a fortune
laboriously acquired and instantly prompts to fresh exertions to make another. Courage of this kind is
peculiarly necessary to the maintenance and prosperity of the American communities, and it is held by
them in peculiar honor and estimation; to betray a want of it is to incur certain disgrace.

I have yet another characteristic point which may serve to place the idea of this chapter in stronger relief.
In a democratic society like that of the United States, where fortunes are scanty and insecure, everybody
works, and work opens a way to everything; this has changed the point of honor quite around and has
turned it against idleness. I have sometimes met in America with young men of wealth, personally
disinclined to all laborious exertion, but who had been compelled to embrace a profession. Their
disposition and their fortune allowed them to remain without employment; public opinion forbade it, too
imperiously to be disobeyed. In the European countries, on the contrary, where aristocracy is still
struggling with the flood which overwhelms it, I have often seen men, constantly spurred on by their
wants and desires, remain in idleness in order not to lose the esteem of their equals; and I have known
them to submit to ennui and privations rather than to work. No one can fail to perceive that these opposite
obligations are two different rules of conduct, both nevertheless originating in the notion of honor.

What our forefathers designated as honor absolutely was in reality only one of its forms; they gave a
generic name to what was only a species. Honor, therefore, is to be found in democratic as well as in
aristocratic ages, but it will not be difficult to show that it assumes a different aspect in the former. Not



only are its injunctions different, but we shall shortly see that they are less numerous, less precise, and
that its dictates are less rigorously obeyed.

The rules of honor will therefore always be less numerous among a people not divided into castes than
among any other. If ever any nations are constituted in which it may even be difficult to find any peculiar
classes of society, the notion of honor will be confined to a small number of precepts, which will be more
and more in accordance with the moral laws adopted by the mass of mankind. Thus the laws of honor will
be less peculiar and less multifarious among a democratic people than in an aristocracy. They will also be
more obscure, and this is a necessary consequence of what goes before; for as the distinguishing marks of
honor are less numerous and less peculiar, it must often be difficult to distinguish them.

It is surprising, at first sight, that when the sense of honor is most predominant, its injunctions are usually
most strange; so that the further it is removed from common reason, the better it is obeyed; whence it has
sometimes been inferred that the laws of honor were strengthened by their own extravagance. The two
things, indeed, originate from the same source, but the one is not derived from the other. Honor becomes
fantastic in proportion to the peculiarity of the wants that it denotes and the paucity of the men by whom
those wants are felt; and it is because it denotes wants of this kind that its influence is great. Thus the
notion of honor is not the stronger for being fantastic, but it is fantastic and strong from the selfsame
cause. Further, among aristocratic nations each rank is different, but all ranks are fixed. Every man
occupies a place in his own sphere which he cannot relinquish, and he lives there among other men who
are bound by the same ties. Among these nations no man can either hope or fear to escape being seen; no
man is placed so low but that he has a stage of his own, and none can avoid censure or applause by his
obscurity.

In democratic states, on the contrary, where all the members of the community are mingled in the same
crowd and in constant agitation, public opinion has no hold on men; they disappear at every instant and
elude its power. Consequently the dictates of honor will be there less imperious and less stringent, for
honor acts solely for the public eye, differing in this respect from mere virtue, which lives upon itself,
contented with its own approval.

If the reader has distinctly apprehended all that goes before, he will understand that there is a close and
necessary relation between the inequality of social conditions and what has here been styled honor, a
relation which, if I am not mistaken, had not before been clearly pointed out. I shall therefore make one
more attempt to illustrate it satisfactorily.

Suppose a nation stands apart from the rest of mankind: independently of certain general wants inherent in
the human race, it will also have wants and interests peculiar to itself. Certain opinions in respect to
censure or approbation forthwith arise in the community which are peculiar to itself and which are styled
honor by the members of that community. Now suppose that in this same nation a caste arises which, in
its turn, stands apart from all the other classes, and contracts certain peculiar wants, which give rise in
their turn to special opinions. The honor of this caste, composed of a medley of the peculiar notions of the
nation and the still more peculiar notions of the caste, will be as remote as it is possible to conceive from
the simple and general opinions of men. Having reached this extreme point of the argument, I now return.

When ranks are commingled and privileges abolished, the men of whom a nation is composed being once
more equal and alike, their interests and wants become identical, and all the peculiar notions which each
caste styled honor successively disappear. The notion of honor no longer proceeds from any other source
than the wants peculiar to the nation at large, and it denotes the individual character of that nation to the
world.



Lastly, if it were allowable to suppose that all the races of mankind should be commingled and that all the
nations of earth should ultimately come to have the same interests, the same wants, undistinguished from
each other by any characteristic peculiarities, no conventional value whatever would then be attached to
men's action; they would all be regarded by all in the same light; the general necessities of mankind,
revealed by conscience to every man, would become the common standard. The simple and general
notions of right and wrong only would then be recognized in the world, to which, by a natural and
necessary tie, the idea of censure or approbation would be attached.

Thus, to comprise all my meaning in a single proposition, the dissimilarities and inequalities of men gave
rise to the notion of honor; that notion is weakened in proportion as these differences are obliterated, and
with them it would disappear.


