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SOCIAL CAPITAL AND THE AMERICAN CIVIL WAR

Johann N. Neem

Taking Modernity’s Wager: Tocqueville, Social

Capital, and the American Civil War

Alexis de Tocqueville (ed. Aurelian Craiutu and Jeremy Jennings),
Tocqueville on America after 1840: Letters and Other Writings (New
York, Cambridge University Press, 2009) 576 pp. $99.99 cloth
$32.99 paper

Although Alexis de Tocqueville did not live to witness the Ameri-
can Civil War, it would not have surprised him. A close student of
democracy, Tocqueville believed that America’s fate lay in its abil-
ity to maintain social order through voluntary association. This re-
cent translation into English of selections of Tocqueville’s writings
about the United States during the two decades after publication
of his Democracy in America offers historians an opportunity to wit-
ness Tocqueville’s growing concern about America’s fate.1 Taking
advantage of this new collection, this essay interprets why and
how Tocqueville lost faith in American democracy’s ability to
avoid France’s fate—civil war, anarchy, and, possibly, despotism.
Building on Tocqueville’s writings as well as recent historical
work on civil society, the public sphere, and social capital, it then
presents a new perspective on the crisis that led Northerners and
Southerners to take up arms in 1861.

The American and French revolutions ushered in modernity
and with it what Seligman called “modernity’s wager.” By giving
up on the idea of a natural, external authority—the kind that reli-
gion provided in traditional society—modernity unleashed indi-
viduals to see themselves as sacred (transcendental) and to view all
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impositions on their freedom as coercion and power rather than
legitimate authority. In such a world of radical individualism,
however, Seligman wondered what holds “seemingly autono-
mous selves together at all”?2 Taylor and Habermas stress the
wager’s relation to society as a whole. Taylor reminds us of the
novelty of constructing a social order absent transcendent princi-
ples; Habermas concludes that modern social orders in a “post-
metaphysical” age can be constructed only by the constant delib-
eration of individuals.3 Seligman, Taylor, and Habermas confront
the same issue—whether modern democratic society can sustain
itself over time. Such is the wager that the United States made in
1776, and France in 1789.

Since Tocqueville’s time, many scholars have argued that the
key to sustaining modern social order is to develop mediating in-
stitutions that connect individuals together into a larger social
whole. Mediating institutions, especially voluntary associations,
are vital to modern democratic social orders because they encour-
age the production of social capital which, in turn, produces social
trust. Social trust can be deªned as the level of conªdence that cit-
izens have in each other and in their social and political institu-
tions. Without the authoritative structures of the old order, mod-
ern democratic societies rely on social trust to prevent violence
and/or excessively self-interested behavior.4 Social capital gener-
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ates social trust by creating the networks that link people together,
making possible the feelings of mutual affection and obligation
that form the basis for common life. In Putnam’s words, social
capital comprises “connections among individuals—social net-
works and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise
from them.”5 The more extensive these networks are, the more
likely they are to promote “generalized reciprocity,” trust, coop-
eration, and conªdence in government: “Frequent interaction
among a diverse set of people tends to produce a norm of general-
ized reciprocity. Civic engagement and social capital entail mutual
obligation and responsibility for action.”6 Without social capital,
produced through the mediating networks of civil society, indi-
viduals would not connect their private lives to their public ones.
Lacking a sense of generalized reciprocity, citizens would then be
unwilling to make sacriªces for each other.

Social capital, however, is double-edged. In Putnam’s terms,
it has both a “bridging” effect that unites individuals and society
and a “bonding” effect that creates outsiders. At the national level,
networks bridge citizens to the extent that they overcome ethnic,
regional, and/or class divisions, but they also bond citizens by di-
viding them from other peoples. A similar dynamic takes place at
the local level. Small, cohesive, closed networks reduce social cap-
ital’s integrative function even as they link people who might oth-
erwise be isolated.7 Such was the case during the sectional crisis.
Networks that had once functioned as bridging social capital frac-
tured under the stress of slavery and became sources of regional,
bonding social capital. By Abraham Lincoln’s election, Northern
and Southern Americans no longer trusted each other, the result
being exactly what Tocqueville and other critics of modernity
most feared.

mediating associations To Tocqueville, under France’s hier-
archical ancien régime, nobles mediated between the people and the
king, helping to secure social integration. But these old relations
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were undermined by the idea of equality. The potential for anar-
chy increased with the demise of the aristocracy and the divine
right of kings.8 Yet, Tocqueville concluded, equality—and thus
democracy—was the future for Europe as well as the United
States: “Everywhere a diversity of historical incident has re-
dounded to democracy’s beneªt. . . . The gradual development of
the equality of conditions is therefore a providential fact.”9 Associ-
ations could forge new connections between people to replace
those destroyed by revolution. Only “citizens joined together in
free association might then replace the individual power of nobles,
and the state would be protected against tyranny and license.” No
wonder Tocqueville believed that “in democratic countries, the
science of association is the fundamental science.”10
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8 For Tocqueville’s fears of modernity, see Alan Kahan, Aristocratic Liberalism: The Social and

Political Thought of Jacob Burkhardt, John Stuart Mill, and Alexis de Tocqueville (New York, 1992);

Jon Elster, “Tocqueville on 1789: Preconditions, Precipitants, and Triggers,” in Cheryl B.

Welch (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Tocqueville ( New York, 2006), 49–80; Craiutu,

“Tocqueville’s Paradoxical Moderation,” Review of Politics, LXVII (2005), 599–629; Sheldon

S. Wolin, Tocqueville Between Two Worlds: The Making of a Political and Theoretical Life (Prince-

ton, 2001), which should be read along with Olivier Zunz’s review, “Holy Theory,” Reviews

in American History, XXX (2002), 564–570; Joshua Mitchell, The Fragility of Freedom:

Tocqueville on Religion, Democracy, and the American Future (Chicago, 1995). According to Mat-

thew Mancini, Alexis de Tocqueville and American Intellectuals: From His Times to Ours (Lanham,

Md., 2006), Tocqueville “knew that the most arresting feature of the whole American demo-

cratic enterprise was its sheer endurance” (76). For a critical examination of how

Tocqueville’s concern with modernity (the relationship between equality and liberty) pre-

vented him from fully appreciating how modernity bred new inequalities through large orga-

nizations, see Seymour Drescher, Dilemmas of Democracy: Tocqueville and Modernization

(Pittsburgh, 1968).

9 Tocqueville (trans. Arthur Goldhammer), Democracy in America (New York, 2004), 6. See

also toa: Tocqueville to Edward Everett, Feb. 15, 1850, 115–116; “Report on Democracy in
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In a democracy, tyranny could emerge from equality itself, as
the majority pursued its goals without concern for the rights and
interests of minorities.11 Yet, although in theory “no durable ob-
stacle” existed to check the people’s will, in practice political asso-
ciations, especially political parties, served as barriers to limit what
popular majorities could do. Political associations encouraged
democratic deliberation by enabling minorities “to ascertain their
numerical strength” in order to “weaken the moral ascendancy of
the majority.” In addition, partisan “competition among ideas”
might make enough of “an impression on the majority” to bring a
minority party to dominance. Finally, thanks to “universal suf-
frage,” Americans’ political associations could never claim to speak
for a majority; majorities were determined during elections. If a
party lost, it must accept its minority status and try to persuade cit-
izens to vote for it.12

But, importantly, Americans did not associate solely for polit-
ical reasons; they also carried out a broad range of activities
through what Tocqueville labeled “civil associations.” Political as-
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sociations were vital to political deliberation, whereas civil associa-
tions provided the underlying bond that held society together.13

Thus, Tocqueville’s discussion of civil associations falls within his
exploration of the “inºuence of democracy on the sentiments of
Americans.”14 Tocqueville’s basic assumption was that individual-
ism “disposes each citizen to cut himself off from the mass of his
fellow men and withdraw into the circle of family and friends.”
“Having created a little society for his own use,” the individual
“gladly leaves the larger society to take care of itself.” Aristocracy
connects all of society “in a long chain from peasant to king,” but
democracy “breaks the chain and severs the link.” People turn in-
ward and no longer concern themselves with the common good.
Instead, Tocqueville concluded, each man is left “in the loneliness
of his own heart.”15

Individualism had two major, related risks, Tocqueville
argued—anarchy and despotism. Anarchy was intolerable because
it bred insecurity and inequality, leading citizens to embrace des-
potism for the sake of security and equality, but at the expense of
liberty. Only mediating institutions, through which democrats
could collectively generate their own social order, could check
these dangerous tendencies.16 Tocqueville believed that Americans
had two effective types of mediating institutions to protect their
equality without resorting to despotism—local government,
through which ordinary citizens came “to value the affection of
their neighbors and relatives,” and voluntary associations.17 By fos-
tering “the reciprocal action of human beings on one another,” as-
sociations ensured that Americans would forge social order, ad-
dress social concerns through cooperation, and learn to care for
each other. In association, Tocqueville wrote, citizens’ “feelings
and ideas are renewed, the heart expands, and the human spirit de-
velops only through the reciprocal action of human beings on one
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Dana Villa, “Tocqueville and Civil Society,” in Welch (ed.), Cambridge Companion to
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14 Tocqueville, Democracy, 579.
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mocracies (Cambridge, Mass., 1989), 168–190.

16 See Mitchell, Fragility of Freedom; Lamberti, Tocqueville and the Two Democracies.

17 Tocqueville, Democracy, 590, 592.



another.”18 Like other Americans and Europeans of his era,
Tocqueville hoped that the emotional bonds of sympathy would
create new links between people to replace the hierarchical ones
of the old order.19 The result would be the generation of social
capital which, in turn, would produce social trust.

In the published ªrst volume of The Old Regime and the Revo-
lution, Tocqueville made clear that centralization, anarchy, and
despotism were likely wherever mediating institutions were weak.
The long-term narrative of The Old Regime is continuity between
the pre- and postrevolutionary eras. Centralization of state power
began under the French monarchy and culminated in Jacobin tyr-
anny and Napoleonic despotism. As the monarchy centralized, it
stripped away the aristocracy’s mediating function. The French
people, unaccustomed to liberty, engaged in an orgy of equality
that overturned old institutions but produced no new forms of so-
cial capital. Instability ensued until Napoleon imposed social order
from above, protecting French equality but destroying French lib-
erty. As Tocqueville wrote, “when a people has destroyed its aris-
tocracy, it runs toward centralization as if self-impelled.”20

the antebellum sectional crisis in america The question
facing Tocqueville following the publication of Democracy in Amer-
ica was whether American debates about slavery risked destroying
the fragile social order that democracy had constructed. In the
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of Joiners: Democracy and Civil Society in Early National Massachusetts (Cambridge, Mass., 2008),
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decades after 1840, Tocqueville continued to extol American
government—its bicameralism, its executive power, and its inde-
pendent judiciary—for its ability “to combat the natural defects of
democracy.”21 Americans balanced freedom and order to protect
liberty.22 During debates about the appropriate constitution for the
Second Republic, Tocqueville consistently advocated learning
from Americans the lesson that democracy and liberty are distinct,
equally important goods. Democracy on its own tended toward
anarchy or tyranny, but the co-existence of a bicameral legislature
and an independent judiciary ensured that impassioned majorities
would never be able to impose their will on minorities, thus pro-
tecting liberty within a democratic context.23

In private, however, Tocqueville worried that the United
States would lose modernity’s wager. In their ªne introduction to
the volume under review, the editors argue that as Tocqueville
observed the United States, he began to “question some of the
most signiªcant claims of his widely acclaimed book.” They
rightly note that Tocqueville was frightened by the transformation
of American mores as a result of westward expansion, immigra-
tion, and slavery. But his correspondence in the two decades fol-
lowing Democracy in America also suggests that he never questioned
his core theoretical belief, expressed in the penultimate chapter of
volume I, in America’s accidental situation (its land and isolation),
its laws, and its “habits and mores” as the “causes that tend to
maintain the democratic republic in the United States.”24 He now
concluded, however, that these same factors might be its undoing.

Tocqueville’s ªrst cause for concern was westward expansion.
In Democracy in America, he had identiªed the expanse of the
American continent and its separation from Europe as opportuni-
ties; the American landscape enabled political decentralization, lo-
cal democracy, freedom from foreign intervention, and the wide
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21 Tocqueville, “Report on Democracy in Switzerland,” January 15, 1848, toa, 363.

22 Tocqueville, “Popular Banquet at Cherbourg,” March 19, 1848, toa, 373

23 Tocqueville, “Contributions to the Debate on the Constitution of the Second Repub-

lic” (1848–1851), toa, 377–408.

24 Craiutu & Jennings, “The Third Democracy: Tocqueville’s Views on America after
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offered no theory for the sectional crisis. See Brogan, “Alexis de Tocqueville and the Coming

of the American Civil War,” in Brian Holden Reid and John White (eds.), American Studies:

Essays in Honor of Marcus Cunliffe (New York, 1991), 83–104.



distribution of wealth and prosperity.25 The native advantages that
had once allowed Americans “to commit great errors with impu-
nity” now threatened the social order by unleashing selªsh, ag-
gressive, antisocial passions.26 Tocqueville felt “apprehension” that
Americans’ “spirit of conquest and even plunder” would under-
mine the moderate mores that democracies require to maintain
social order and liberty.27 Moreover, his letters reveal his concern
that America’s wars for expansion risked greater European inter-
vention in North American affairs.

Law was the second major contributor to American stability.28

Along with federalism and local institutions, an independent judi-
ciary was instrumental in tempering majoritarian tyranny and en-
gendering democratic habits. Judges appointed for life could check
overzealous majorities, but antebellum judges were becoming
“dependent on the multitude or the parties (because of the elec-
tion of judges by universal suffrage and due to the short duration
of their mandate).” Elected judges no longer could “offer a
sufªcient guarantee to the individual as to encourage him not to
take up the task of defending himself.”29

Nothing mattered more to the stability of democratic repub-
lics, however, than the “inºuence of mores.”30 Democratic liberty
was fragile because modern social orders were fragile. Democracy
was not simply a system of government; it was a cultural system.
Thanks to Americans’ “habits of the heart,” or “mores,” the dan-
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25 Tocqueville, Democracy, 319–330.
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erence to Americans’ “spirit of adventure” in Tocqueville to Jared Sparks, December 11,

1852, toa, 139–140.

28 Tocqueville, Democracy, 330–331.

29 Tocqueville to Francis Lieber, October 9, 1857, toa, 261. See also Tocqueville, “Report

on a Work by Mr. Th. Sedwick. Entitled: A Treatise on the Rules which Govern the Interpretation

and the Application of Statutory and Constitutional Law” ( July 1858), toa, 456–460; Tocqueville,

“Report on Switzerland.” By the onset of the Civil War, twenty-one of thirty states had

adopted judicial election. See Kermit L. Hall, “The Courts, 1790–1920,” in Michael

Grossberg and Christopher Tomlins (eds.), The Cambridge History of Law in America. II. The
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judiciary, see Gordon S. Wood, Empire of Liberty: A History of the Early American Republic,

1789–1815 (New York, 2009), 400–468.

30 Tocqueville, Democracy, 331–356: “Laws do more to maintain a democratic republic in

the United States than physical causes do, and mores do more than laws” (352). Good discus-

sions of the role of mores in Democracy in America can be found in Donald J. Maletz,

“Tocqueville on Mores and the Preservation of Republics,” American Journal of Political Science,

XLIX (2005), 1–15; Lamberti, Tocqueville and the Two Democracies, 13–39.



gers of democratic anarchy and tyranny were held at bay. But
Tocqueville worried that the combination of new immigrants
coming to the United States and slavery’s expansion meant that
America’s mores would change, endangering the delicate balance
that Americans had achieved in their effort to win modernity’s
wager.

In a letter of 1854, Tocqueville wrote that he was “as-
tounded” to learn the extent of German emigration to America.
He worried that “Germans [would] take their ideas with them to
the United States and, to a certain extent, preserve them there,”
because Germans, according to Tocqueville, had been accultur-
ated under “the long practice of absolute power.” Unlike Ameri-
cans who might be expected to defend their freedoms, Germans,
already victims of “centralization,” exhibited a “widespread pas-
sion for positions and dependency.” Since the emergence of des-
potism was one of Tocqueville’s worst fears, “the rapid introduc-
tion of foreigners into the United States and thus into the English
race [was for him] the greatest danger faced by America.”31

Notwithstanding Tocqueville’s worries about immigration,
he was adamantly antiracist. To Tocqueville, all human beings, al-
though not all cultures, were equal.32 Hence, upon receiving Ar-
thur de Gobineau’s Essai sur l’inegalité des races humaines (1853),
which posited a scientiªc basis for racial inequality, Tocqueville
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wrote, “I do not believe anything of it at all.” Instead, Tocqueville
attributed differences to culture: “I think that there is in each na-
tion, whether it comes from race or rather the education of the
centuries, something very tenacious, perhaps of a permanent char-
acter.”33 Gobineau’s characterization of different human beings as
“cousins at best,” justiªed the retrograde system “of masters and
slaves by birth or right” that Tocqueville associated with pro-
slavery ministers in the American South.34

Tocqueville’s concern about immigration was really about
whether new immigrants would share, or come to share, the same
habits of the heart as native-born Americans. Democracy, as Stout
argued, is a form of praxis. It is a tradition that is often unarticu-
lated, given expression through constant use among a people over
time.35 Tocqueville would have agreed. In various letters, he at-
tributed to Americans a “common sense” and “practical wisdom”
that had emerged out of both their social conditions and history.36

In 1857, he wrote that although America’s elected leaders sought
to ºatter and deceive citizens, he was conªdent that Americans’
“practical sense,” a sense that emerged from practice rather than
reason, would protect self-government from corrupt leaders.37 If
American democracy was to survive, ordinary people’s habits of
the heart would have to be stronger than both immigrants’ Euro-
pean habits and political elites’ machinations.

Although westward expansion, judicial elections, and immi-
gration endangered America, nothing worried Tocqueville more
than slavery’s effect on mores, and nothing concerned him more
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than the sectional political crisis.38 One of the longest sections in
the ªrst volume of Democracy in America concerned slavery. In it,
Tocqueville expressed his hatred for slavery, his commitment to
human equality, and his certainty that a race war in the South
would play out much like the internal conºict of the French Rev-
olution. In fact, this section in Democracy might be read as a primer
for understanding Tocqueville’s conception of relations between
the state, the aristocracy, and the people in The Old Regime.

Tocqueville viewed slavery as a violation of both nature and
Christianity, depriving enslaved Americans of “all the privileges of
humanity.” Many commentators had argued that enslaved people
were naturally suited to their condition. Tocqueville, as he would
do again in The Old Regime in his discussion of French peasants,
argued that the causal chain worked the other way around. Afri-
cans, taken from their native society and thrown into slavery, be-
came acculturated to slavery’s mores: “Violence made him a slave,
but habituation to servitude has given him the thoughts and ambi-
tions of one.” Slavery taught African Americans that they were
other people’s property. As a result, although not inferior by na-
ture, enslaved people had neither the opportunity nor reason to
develop their intellects.39

The development of slavery threatened democracy in the
United States because it created a situation similar to that in
prerevolutionary France—a master class habituated to the mores
of aristocracy, and an enslaved black majority habituated to the
mores of dependence. The Southern aristocracy was as useless in
Tocqueville’s portrayal as the French aristocracy would be in The
Old Regime. Tocqueville celebrated the virtues of the free-labor
system, but in the South, masters were “contemptuous not only of
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labor but of all enterprises that succeed by virtue of labor.” “Living
in idle comfort, [they had] the tastes of idle men.” Slavery pro-
duced an anachronism—an aristocratic culture in the midst of the
most modern, democratic, egalitarian society in world history.40

To Tocqueville, the end of slavery depended on changing
“the law of inheritance.”41 Abolishing primogeniture was crucial
to the transformation of America’s social order because aristocracy
could not survive when every generation had to earn its wealth
and status anew.42 Southerners had long “resembled the noble
families of Europe,” but when primogeniture ended, free workers
emerged to challenge the old regime. Slavery might slowly disap-
pear as the economic and social beneªts of free labor became ap-
parent and as the structural foundation—inheritable land—of aris-
tocracy was undermined.43 But the immediate abolition of slavery
would prove “the greatest source of danger for Whites.” As in
France, liberating millions of people acculturated to servitude and
giving them the ideas of equality prior to the habits and mores of
equality would produce a violent, disorderly revolution that
would undermine democratic social order and produce a “rebel-
lion with a future leader”—perhaps a Napoleon, a Toussaint
L’Ouverture, or even a Nat Turner.44 Despite the gross generaliza-
tions in his portrayal, Tocqueville’s South looked to him too
much like prerevolutionary France, with an increasingly counter-
productive aristocracy, an emerging free labor bourgeoisie (thanks
to the end of primogeniture), and a peasant class not yet capable of
embracing its rightful equality and liberty.

Tocqueville viewed slavery as “one of the greatest crimes that
human beings could commit against the general cause of human-
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ity.”45 But his concern was not just the morality of slavery but also
its effect on American democracy.46 Tocqueville had discovered in
American democracy a form of equality that produced neither of
his twin fears of disorder or tyranny. The combination of west-
ward expansion, immigration in the North, and slavery in the
South, however, risked undermining the mores that sustained
America’s social order.

As early as 1844, Tocqueville had expressed his deep interest
in America’s domestic affairs and its foreign policy, especially to-
ward Britain regarding its interest in Oregon.47 A decade later, he
observed that the exclusively northern anti-Catholic Know-
Nothing party was “dangerous to the internal peace of the Union”
and that western “popular disorder,” a reference to Bleeding Kan-
sas, demonstrated the potential for disorder and anarchy.48 But be-
cause slavery created mores distinct from those in northern free
societies, Tocqueville worried that the passions unleashed by the
sectional crisis could not be molliªed. By August 1856, as Ameri-
cans readied for a presidential election, Tocqueville wrote that Eu-
ropeans “are beginning to believe that you are not far from the
time when you will separate yourselves from one another,”
though he continued to “hope that this moment is farther away
than people usually think.” Nonetheless, Tocqueville was con-
cerned that increasing “foreign elements” had sullied Americans’
“practical sense” about democracy.49 In June 1857, after the vio-
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lence in Kansas and the brutal beating of Sen. Charles Sumner by
Rep. Preston Brooks on the Senate ºoor, Tocqueville wondered
whether President Buchanan would be “capable of calming the al-
most revolutionary agitation” that followed his election. Ameri-
cans appeared to have reached “a high level of violence which
would be the infallible sign of civil war in Europe and which, even
in America, could end by leading to it in the near future.”
Tocqueville lamented the “evil passions” that could ultimately dis-
rupt America’s delicate balance of equality, order, and liberty.50

By fall 1857, Tocqueville was interrogating his American cor-
respondent about the country’s “present situation,” by which he
meant not just “the state of the [political] parties, but what is more
permanent than their squabbles, that is, the very foundation of
mores and political customs.” He noted that many Europeans re-
turning from America remarked on the “violent mores and un-
couth habits” that they had encountered in America. “People
[had to] carry arms with them in case they [had] to resort to legiti-
mate self-defense.”51 The advantages that had once sustained the
republic—land, law, and, most of all, mores—no longer seemed
effective.

social capital and social solidarity Tocqueville’s under-
standing of the sectional crisis as expressed in his private corre-
spondence was drawn almost directly from a speciªc chapter in
Democracy in America’s ªrst volume. Had he lived longer, he might
have returned to the discussion of mediating institutions in the
book’s second volume to locate the cause of the American Civil
War in the breakdown of the associations that had sustained the
social order. The ªght about slavery fragmented America’s civil
society; by 1860, social capital and generalized reciprocity be-
tween the two regions had all but vanished. Slavery may have
caused the crisis, but Americans went to war because they no
longer trusted each other.

In Democracy in America, Tocqueville had noted the danger of
individualism without mediating institutions. As society’s stock of
bridging social capital decreased, cooperation would also decline,
and violence might become more likely. As Roth recently argued
in American Homicide, personal violence and social trust are corre-
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lated. The more that individuals trust their governmental institu-
tions and elected leaders, the less likely are they to view violence
as necessary or justiªed to achieve their ends.52

Tocqueville long recognized that slavery created a fracture
that challenged efforts to forge mediating institutions. He saw the
North and the South divided by “material interests” that “consti-
tute[d] not so much parties as rival nations.” Northern manufac-
turers supported tariffs, whereas Southerners, dependent on Atlan-
tic commerce, favored free trade. These economic divisions
“pose[d] a threat to the future of the Union.” By 1860, the North
and South had indeed come to regard each other as distinct na-
tions. The issue, however, was not simply economics but the ero-
sion of social trust caused by the breakdown of civil society’s me-
diating institutions.53

The American Revolutionary elite had been anxious to pre-
vent their new republic—stripped, as it was, of the old mediating
institutions—from following a fate similar to Rome’s.54 They
placed their faith in classical republican ideals—education, reli-
gion, and the wide distribution of property—to ensure a virtuous,
engaged, and independent citizenry.55 After the French Revolu-
tion, the issue seemed even more pressing, as Americans watched
in horror the violence spawned in the name of republicanism. By
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the nineteenth century, new class and social divisions had led to ri-
ots in America’s expanding urban centers, reminding many ob-
servers of how fragile civil peace was.56

Federalists endorsed a strong central government to keep fac-
tional squabbles within and between the states from delivering the
young republic to anarchic civil war and, ultimately, the hands of
eager European empires.57 The Constitution, however, created a
“roof without walls,” a new political structure without the emo-
tional glue that might encourage Americans’ loyalty to the new
government.58 Under George Washington and Alexander Hamil-
ton, the Federalist party envisioned a nationalism constructed from
the top down through policies that appealed to Americans’ eco-
nomic interests, through symbolic invocations of national unity in
the press, and through what Waldstreicher calls “sentimental acts
of celebration” involving ordinary citizens. Instead of national
unity, however, the result was the mobilization of the Jeffersonian
Republican party in opposition to this centralization of power. Al-
though Federalists helped to lay the groundwork for a national
identity, their efforts to impose social solidarity faltered.59

In the early decades of the nineteenth century, political and
religious associations, not individual virtue nor the state alone, sus-
tained America’s democracy by developing social trust and joining
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people across America’s vast territory into an imagined commu-
nity.60 These associational ties relied on a system of publicly en-
couraged and often publicly ªnanced internal improvements—
roads, rivers, canals, and later railroads—that uniªed America geo-
graphically, as well as on the federal postal service’s cheap rates for
newspapers that allowed civic organizers to reach readers across
the continent.61 Although the state encouraged new links across
space, ordinary Americans could choose whether to participate in
the vast network of political and religious groups that came to span
the continent—North, South, and the expanding West.62

With the creation of the federal state came federal politics
and, in turn, national political coalitions.63 Although the ªrst par-
ties were largely elite efforts, expanding suffrage resulted in the
mass mobilization of voters. By the 1820s, party builders had cre-
ated tools to bring people to the polls. Parties hosted banquets and
dinners and provided election-day entertainment. For many
Americans, party afªliation comprised an important part of their
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identity. Partisans eagerly joined party-sponsored militias, debated
their neighbors, and enjoyed patronage from political elites. In the
streets of America’s expanding cities, partisans marched proudly
and, at times, engaged in mock and real violence against their ri-
vals.64 The proliferation of newspapers and the wide circulation of
stories enabled American readers to imagine themselves as a na-
tional political public. In Brooke’s words, party organizations and
public partisan activities served to “mediate between the law-
making powers of the state and the essentially private pursuits of
happiness by ordinary people,” constructing bridges linking indi-
viduals to the national community.65

Religious leaders were even more important to the formation
of a national public in civil society. As states abandoned their tax
support for churches and as Americans moved west, ministers em-
barked on a vast organizational effort to attract new congregants
and to sustain and expand their churches.66 One result was the for-
mation of national denominations.67 But ministers also taught their
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congregants to form voluntary reform associations to spread the
religious values that they believed to be necessary in a republic de-
void of the transcendent supports of the old order. Beginning in
the 1810s and 1820s, American men and women joined mass-
membership associations for such diverse purposes as distributing
Bibles and tracts, supporting missionaries to the West and abroad,
and encouraging temperance. These associations often had a cen-
tral ofªce, but much of their work was done by local auxiliaries
that depended on middle-class women and men volunteers. Even
more than parties, religious leaders circulated newspapers, maga-
zines, tracts, and their associations’ annual reports around the
country, linking citizens together into shared reading communi-
ties.68
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By creating social networks based on party, denomination,
and reform, political and religious associations helped to build so-
cial capital and encourage generalized reciprocity, particularly in
the American West where migrants had to construct the social or-
der anew.69 Although western migrants undoubtedly carried their
own “social and cultural baggage,” their visions of what consti-
tuted an ideal social order, the challenges of creating a social order
in the West should not be underestimated.70 Both settlers and
ministers sent from the East had to act fast to build the institutions
that would turn isolated individuals into a society; in fact, west-
ward migration spurred the development of national networks.71

This bridging social capital connected the West and the East into a
larger community.

Ironically, the networks that brought Americans together also
taught them about their differences. The most pressing issue facing
Americans who moved westward was whether to permit slavery
to move with them. Their disagreements resonated nationally. As
John wrote, “it was not isolation, but familiarity, that posed the
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gravest threat to the Union.”72 For example, the emergence of
Northern abolitionism forced political leaders in Congress to con-
sider the slavery question.73 Heretofore, Congress had tabled peti-
tions regarding slavery’s abolition or spread, but the “gag rule”
proposed by Sen. James Hammond from South Carolina in De-
cember 1835, which stated that Congress lacked jurisdiction to re-
ceive petitions concerning slavery, forced every representative to
take a position and risk the wrath of his pro- or anti-slavery local
constituents. The national parties also had to take sides in the de-
bate, and given their role as national mediating institutions, the
ensuing fragmentation threatened the entire nation. According to
Freehling, “Hammond’s motion endangered every congressman’s
local seat and national party—and thereby endangered national
Union itself.” In 1835, however, the countervailing pressures of
national parties prevailed. Northern Democrats joined with their
Southern counterparts to support a more moderate gag rule, sus-
taining partisan, and therefore national, unity.74

The emergence of abolitionism points to another problem.
Anti-slavery and its more radical abolitionist edge were not na-
tional but regional movements, emerging in the North and in
the Old Northwest. Hence, to use Putnam’s terminology, they
formed bonding capital that jeopardized national mediating insti-
tutions. America’s largest Protestant denominations fractured sec-
tionally because of issues related to slavery. Presbyterians divided
in 1837, and again in 1857; Methodists divided in 1844; and Bap-
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tists differed over whether slaveholders could serve as Baptist mis-
sionaries in 1845.75

As denominations split, national interdenominational associa-
tions also felt new pressures. First, sectional denominational divi-
sions made interdenominational efforts more suspect. Second, sec-
tional tensions stressed national reform efforts. Northern anti-
slavery activists pressured national reform associations to take a
stand against slavery. Some Southerners sought to keep slavery out
of national reform associations’ work, while others turned against
national associations altogether to avoid reforms that might
threaten slavery.76 Efforts to remain neutral alienated citizens from
both regions. Organizational leaders sought to convince both pro-
slavery and anti-slavery activists that national ties were vital to
both the societies’ religious ends and the health of the Union. As
one speaker told members of the American Sunday School Union
in 1857, despite the tensions between South Carolina and Massa-
chusetts “in politics,” in the Sunday School Union they “ex-
change the kiss of peace” and act as “fellow-labourers.”77

American leaders recognized that the breakdown of religious
mediating institutions threatened the entire Union. In April 1845,
Sen. Henry Clay commented: “Indeed, scarcely any public occur-
rence has happened for a long time that gave me so much real
concern and pain as the menaced separation of the Church, by a
line throwing all the Free States on one side, and all the Slave
States on the other. I will not say that such a separation would
necessarily produce a dissolution of the political union of these
States; but the example would be fraught with imminent danger,
and, in co-operation with other causes unfortunately existing, its
tendency on the stability of the Confederacy would be perilous
and alarming.”78 With their organizations divided, Southerners
were free to construct a pro-slavery Christianity, especially in re-
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sponse to Nat Turner’s 1831 rebellion. Northerners, in turn, were
free to express their hostility to slavery. The informational net-
works that had once brought Americans together now chronicled
each other’s sectional heresies. Tied institutionally only to their
sectional counterparts, citizens lacked the social trust that might
have moderated their hostility to each other.79

Parties also lost their ability to sustain national social trust. As
Northern anti-slavery adherents grew in numbers, associations,
and media presence, Northern voters became more determined to
elect anti-slavery representatives. Southerners were no less deter-
mined to endorse political leaders who supported slavery’s expan-
sion. As Holt argued, the ability of the national parties to sustain
national coalitions depended largely on their ability to represent
issues other than slavery and to hold different views about slavery
in the North and South.80 But as slavery became a litmus test, the
national media made it difªcult for parties to talk out of both sides
of their mouth. The Whig party was the ªrst to collapse in the face
of these sectional pressures. In the wake of its demise emerged the
exclusively northern Republican party, which nearly captured the
presidency in 1856. Like the abolitionists, the Republicans formed
bonding social capital, linking Northerners together but lacking
bridges to the South. The only other major mediating institution
was the Democratic party, which sustained a national coalition un-
til 1860. In 1844, Northerner, and former president, Martin Van
Buren was denied the Democratic party’s nomination because of
his unwillingness to bow to Southern demands for the immediate
annexation of Texas; in 1848, he defected, with others, to support
the northern-based Free Soil party.81 Nonetheless, the Democratic
party held together until 1860, when disagreements about slavery
led the party to run different candidates in the North and the
South and to lose the presidency to Republican Abraham Lincoln.

The fragmentation of civil society along sectional lines under-
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mined the social trust that national organizations had produced.
Before Lincoln’s election, Southerners and Northerners had been
willing to make compromises over slavery. For example, North-
ern and Southern state courts exercised comity in relation to each
other’s laws. Northern courts would return runaways and, despite
their own prohibition of slavery, permit masters in transit to carry
their slaves through free states. Southern courts would recognize
the freedom of enslaved people who had traveled North or been
freed by Northern courts. By 1860, both sides had rejected comity
altogether. In 1857, Chief Justice Roger B. Taney gave comity a
coup de grace in his Dred Scott opinion that, many Northerners wor-
ried, would open the door to nationalizing slavery by protecting
masters’ property rights throughout the Union.82

The breakdown in social trust is also evident in the turmoil
surrounding the Compromise of 1850, which consisted of ªve dis-
tinct bills: a new fugitive slave law; the admission of California as a
free state; the organization of territories taken from Mexico, with-
out any determination about slavery (so-called popular sover-
eignty); a deal to limit the size of Texas in return for national help
to pay its debt; and the abolition of the slave trade in Washington,
D.C. When the ªve pieces were offered as an omnibus bill, sec-
tional tensions trumped partisan loyalties, resulting in no overall
majority. Only when the package was broken down into discrete
bills in the Senate and House were distinct majorities possible. The
Compromise barely passed, as parties failed to maintain national
unity against the sectional beliefs of legislators and their constitu-
ents.83

After 1850, both sides concluded that they had given too
much and received too little. Southerners grew tired of sacriªcing
their interest in free trade to aid Northern manufacturers and
farmers without gaining sufªcient support for slavery.84 Northern-
ers resented being led into war with Mexico, settling for low tar-
iffs, and helping to sustain slavery in the South and Southwest only
to face a hostile “Slave Power” committed to expanding slavery
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throughout the Union.85 The possibility for compromise was
quickly giving way to social distrust and the potential for violence.

social trust and civil war Social capital is vital to winning
modernity’s wager. When social capital is extensive, social trust is
high, and citizens are willing to make concessions to minorities
and others within the polity. As Hetherington wrote about recent
American affairs, when trust in government is low, “public oppo-
sition to government is focused entirely on programs that require
political majorities to make sacriªces for political minorities.” Low
trust increases the transaction costs of every negotiation as the
price of giving something up rises and the expectation of receiving
a fair return declines, requiring for each transaction ever-more
difªcult negotiations.86 Hetherington’s key insight, that when citi-
zens trust their government they are more likely to promote pub-
lic policies that help others than themselves, helps to clarify the re-
lationship between trust and the crisis that produced the American
Civil War. As reciprocity declined, the struggle regarding every
tariff, every new state’s admission, and every bill concerning slav-
ery became more intense. Northerners and Southerners demanded
policies that served their section best; without effective, and affec-
tive, mediation, both sides lost faith in the other side’s willingness
to return favors. By the Dred Scott decision and Lincoln’s election,
the North and the South had become two separate imagined com-
munities or, as Tocqueville had written, “rival nations.”87

Although historians have long debated the extent of the
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differences between the North and the South, the absence of me-
diating institutions to produce national bridging social capital
encouraged each region to view itself as distinctive.88 Thus, hav-
ing lost trust in the North, the South’s “apostles of disunion”
convinced white Southern public opinion to abandon the Union
and embrace a new nation.89 Northerners, who—much like
Tocqueville—saw modernity’s wager and the very future of de-
mocracy to be at stake, believed, in Paludan’s words, that secession
would “produce disorder, anarchy, and a general disrespect [of mi-
norities] for government.” “What community was safe if such a
pattern were established and endorsed?”90 As President Lincoln
stated in his 1861 inaugural address, “the central idea of secession is
the essence of anarchy.”91 To those who shared Lincoln’s conclu-
sion, secession revealed that democracies were incapable of sus-
taining social order and, therefore, that free societies were doomed
to anarchy, as European defenders of monarchy proclaimed.92

Southerners were not unaware of modernity’s wager. They
tended to view their paternalistic, aristocratic traditions as bul-
warks against the class conºicts that they saw to their north. Yet
even as they publicly disavowed, they privately realized that their
own system was inherently violent and unstable, which is why
they sought to limit the circulation of abolitionist literature. As
Tocqueville knew, nothing brings down aristocracy as effectively
as the idea of equality.93
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Tocqueville died on April 16, 1859, just before the American Civil
War began, conªdent that equality was the way of the future and
that slavery was incompatible with modernity. In 1858, he ex-
pressed his “hope that the abolitionist cause [would] triumph in
Kansas[, desiring it] with all [his] heart, in the interest of the whole
of mankind.”94 He must have known, however, that supporting
the abolitionist cause in 1858 meant risking civil war in order to
rid America of one of humanity’s “greatest crimes.”95 His experi-
ence of, and reºections on, France made him especially sensitive
to modernity’s wager. He knew that modern societies—those di-
vested of the transcendent and supposedly natural links that had
once held people together—could lapse into violence, anarchy,
and ultimately a return to despotism. His letters reveal his fears that
the antebellum United States could follow France’s path, and his
interpretation of mediating institutions in Democracy in America
helps to explain how the war came.

Maintaining order and liberty in a modern democratic society
is an ongoing challenge precisely because it depends on the con-
sent of the governed. Order should not be imposed; it has to be
produced. Essential to this effort is the social trust that enables citi-
zens to sacriªce for each other. Americans today, far removed
from the Civil War, tend to romanticize the men in blue and gray,
forgetting the Civil War’s lesson on modernity’s wager. Tocque-
ville watched the emergence of sectional division with horror. His
hope that Americans would ªnd a way to avoid war waned in the
1850s. Had he lived to witness the Civil War, he might have rec-
ognized a parallel to aspects of the French Revolution that he had
depicted in The Old Regime. Just as the failure of aristocratic medi-
ating institutions had initiated the path to revolution in France,
the failure of America’s democratic mediating institutions had cre-
ated the conditions for civil war. Although Tocqueville may have
concluded that war was justiªed to eradicate an evil as great as
slavery, he also would have offered eloquent testimony about the
importance of fellow citizens treating each other with the gener-
osity and respect necessary to sustain the social trust on which
democratic liberty and peace depends.
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