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Abstract

After the onslaught of some Enlightenment thinkers on religion,
Tocqueville was one of the most impressive philosophers who
tried to reconcile modern democracy with religion. His stance is
that liberty cannot be established without morality, and morality
cannot be established without faith. He thinks that despotism can
do without faith, but freedom cannot. So, religion is more
necessary in a republic or a democratic country than any other.
Tocqueville’s vision aligns him with those associated with “post-
secular society” theoties today. Contrary to Marx, Tocqueville did
not think religion was destined to disappear with economic and
educational progress. However, he feared that religion might
disappear in democratic societies. His stance is that stronger
passions for material gratifications can extinguish the spiritual
faculty of humans, and if spirituality extinguishes, liberty will
disappear. He thinks that if democratic people do not have faith,
they must serve, and if they are free, they must have at least a few
simple beliefs. They must maintain a more elevated view of human
life’s potential and set more distant goals. This is the place in which
Tocqueville foreshadows Nietzsche most closely. Unlike
Nietzsche, however, Tocqueville looked for sources of elevation
compatible with democracy. This article analyzes Tocqueville’s
personal beliefs, the causes of his attention to religion, the
relationship between religion and the doctrine of “self-interest
properly understood,” the relationship between religion and
materialism, the relationship between religion and freedom, and
the relationship between religion and state in Tocqueville’s
philosophy.

Keywords: Religion, Democracy, Freedom, Tocqueville.

1. Corresponding author, Associate professor, Department of Philosophy, Faculty of Literature and Humanities, Imam

Khomeini International University (IKIU), Qazvin, Iran, shirzad.peik @ikiu.ac.ir



Ethical Reflections, Winter 2024-2025, 5(4) 128

Introduction

Tocqueville, a 19th-century French liberal conservative philosopher, sought to reconcile modern
democracy with religion amidst the Enlightenment's skepticism. He believed that liberty cannot be
established without morality, and morality cannot be established without faith. He argued that while
despotism can function without faith, freedom cannot. Thus, religion is more necessary in a democratic
country than in any other form of government. Tocqueville's perspective aligns with contemporary
theories of "post-secular society," as he did not believe that economic and educational progress would
lead to the demise of religion. However, he was concerned about the potential decline of religion in
democratic societies due to the overwhelming desire for material pleasures, which could extinguish the
spititual faculty of humans and, consequently, liberty. He posited that in a democratic society, people
must have faith to be free; otherwise, they will be enslaved. Tocqueville's intellectual journey
foreshadowed Nietzsche's, but unlike Nietzsche, he sought sources of human elevation compatible with
democracy. This article analyzes Tocqueville's personal beliefs, his reasons for focusing on religion, and
the relationships between religion and self-interest, materialism, freedom, and the state in his

philosophy.

1 .Tocqueville's Personal Belief

Tocqueville was born into a Catholic aristocratic family and remained a practicing Catholic throughout
his life. However, some scholars suggest that he had a hidden inclination towards Protestantism, given
his emphasis on the compatibility of democracy and religion in America, a predominantly Protestant

country.

2 .The Reasons for Tocqueville's Attention to Religion

Tocqueville was primarily a moralist, and his concerns about history, sociology, and politics were rooted
in his moral considerations. He believed that religion played a crucial role in shaping the history and
politics of America and France and that it was essential for the functioning of democratic societies. He
sought to persuade French liberals that the Catholic Church was not necessarily an enemy of freedom

and to convince French Catholics that democracy was not necessarily an enemy of the Catholic Church.

3 .The Relationship between Religion and Self-Interest

Tocqueville introduced the concept of "self-interest propetly understood," which means pursuing one's
self-interest to benefit others and society as a whole. He argued that this doctrine is the most appropriate
philosophical theory to the needs of the men of his time, as it helps to protect them from their own

materialistic desires and to overcome the individualism and isolation that economic pursuits tend to
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foster. He believed religion aligns with this doctrine and can guide people toward virtuous behavior.

4 .The Modification of Materialism: The Relationship between Religion and Materialism in
Democracy

Tocqueville believed that the pursuit of material pleasures could extinguish the spiritual faculty of
humans and, consequently, liberty. He argued that religion, with its emphasis on spiritualism, can
counteract the tendency towards materialism in democratic societies. He saw religion as a means to
teach people that life is not just about physical pleasures, but also about spiritual growth and the pursuit

of higher goals.

5 .Provision for Freedom: The Relationship between Religion and Freedom in Democracy

Tocqueville believed religion was necessary to preserve freedom in democratic societies. He argued that
only religion can counteract the tendencies towards individualism, isolation, and materialism that can
lead to despotism. He saw religion as a source of morality and self-restraint, which are essential for

maintaining a free society.

6 .The Independence of Religion: The Relationship between Religion and State in
Democracy

Tocqueville was a strong advocate for the separation of Church and State. He believed that a state
religion would lead to the death of the Church, as it would compromise the Church's spiritual authority.
He argued that the separation of Church and State in America led to the flourishing of religion and

democracy.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Tocqueville's analysis of the relationship between religion, democracy, and freedom
offers valuable insights for both proponents and opponents of religion. He argued that when propetly
understood and practiced, religion can play a crucial role in maintaining a free and democratic society.
However, he also cautioned against the dangers of a state-imposed religion and the potential for

materialism to undermine spiritual values.
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