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Abstract

In reaction to diagnoses of a “crisis of liberalism,” scholars are actively
engaged in revising our understanding of the tradition’s history. This article
explores an alternative account of the liberal past that appeared at a parallel
moment of “crisis”: the Nobel Laureate economist EA. Hayek’s interwar typol-
ogy of two liberalisms, true and false. It argues that Hayek mobilized Alexis
de Tocqueville as one representative of the “true liberal tradition,” revived
to challenge varieties of collectivism and illiberalism in the twentieth cen-
tury. Hayek’s Tocqueville was an evolving exemplar of that true liberalism in
reaction to its opponents, left and right, assuming distinct roles for Hayek as
he tried to foreclose the road to serfdom. Hayek’s idiosyncratic renderings of
Tocqueville, this article maintains, offer both normative and methodological
lessons for us today about defining the liberal tradition and identifying the
sources of its decline.

The tracing of influences is the most
treacherous ground in the history of
thought.

-EA. Hayek, The Counter-Revolution of
Science!

There is little doubt that we now face a “crisis of liber-
alism”: the erosion of liberal norms, the rise of illiberal
alternatives, and the realization that liberal founda-
tions alone can no longer support the edifice of free
societies. Yet, at the same time, diagnoses of liberal-
ism’s imminent death have given new life to its past. In
the last two decades alone, scholars have reintroduced
forgotten figures into the liberal pantheon to expose
a variety of liberalisms (Rosenblatt, 2004; Fontana,
2016; Cherniss, 2021; Craiutu, 2021), delineated the
boundaries of the tradition (Bell, 2014; Ghins, 2022),
produced “word histories” of the term (Rosenblatt,
2018), argued for conceptual continuity across time
(Kahan 2023), or identified tensions within the tradi-
tion (Levy, 2015) and the dangers of particular liberal

! Hayek (2010c, p. 277).

ideals (Moyn, 2023), in some cases attributing what
they regard as liberalism’s predictable demise to its
flawed origins (Dijn, 2020).

This latest generation of scholars is not the first
to respond to liberalism’s perceived failures in the
present by reinterpreting the past. But despite recent
efforts to excavate liberals’ lost history, one parallel
project—developed in an earlier moment of liberal
crisis—has been overlooked: the Nobel economist EA.
Hayek’s (1899-1992) typology of two liberalisms, true
and false. First outlined in the late 1930s, Hayek’s his-
tory appeared amid cynical interwar predictions about
the fortunes of liberalism. Liberal philosophy could
not hold its own against socialism, fascism, national-
ism, and democracy, Guido De Ruggiero declared in
1925 (De Ruggiero, 1927).> A decade later, Harold J.
Laski, Hayek’s colleague at the London School of Eco-
nomics, penned The Rise of European Liberalism as
a postmortem of the liberal bourgeois order of previ-
ous centuries (Laski, 1996). In portions of an ambitious
but ultimately unfinished work he called The Abuse
and Decline of Reason, Hayek endeavored to correct

2 Hayek referred to De Ruggiero’s “justly esteemed” history of liberalism while
chastising De Ruggiero for perpetuating the myth of “the horrors of early
capitalism” (Hayek, 1954, pp. 10-11).
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the declinist narratives propagated by the European
and American intelligentsia as they reflected on the
fate of liberal regimes.® Like at least some of today’s
scholars, he looked to intellectual history to fortify
liberal theory. The result was an account of “true” lib-
eralism’s eclipse, a revisionist and prescriptive story
in which one liberal in particular played a central
and sometimes surprising role: Alexis de Tocqueville
(1805-1859).

This article pursues two intertwined aims: (1) It
reconstructs Hayek’s distinctive interpretations of
Tocqueville and thereby (2) illuminates the standards
by which he defined liberalism, traced its genealogy,
and located the sources of its decline, linking the
Austrian’s enterprise to our latest historical-revisionist
reaction to liberal decay. First, the following argu-
ments cast light on those elements of Tocqueville’s
thought that are most clearly seen through Hayek’s
unconventional interpretative lens. Nearly 30 years
before Tocqueville’s belated “rediscovery” by Raymond
Aron at the Sorbonne in the 1960s (Aron, 1967; Furet,
2005; Stewart, 2019, pp. 167-207), it was Hayek who
tried to restore Tocqueville’s status in a transnational
and living liberal tradition.* Hayek was so inspired by
his French predecessor’s denunciation of socialism
as “the road to servitude” that he adapted the phrase
for what would become his best-known monograph,
The Road to Serfdom (1944), an attack on centralized
planning.® Even then, scholars have not explored the
liberal Hayek’s recovery of Tocqueville’s liberalism in
any depth.® In one of the very few studies to consider
the genesis of Hayek’s Abuse and Decline of Reason
essays, Mark Charles Nolan filters the Frenchman’s
insights through the writings of John Stuart Mill, leav-
ing little of Tocqueville’s originality in Hayek’s oeuvre
(Nolan, 2013). In a more recent article, Jason Jividen
documents the influence of both writers on American
conservatism but does not situate either figure in their
respective European contexts (Jividen, 2024).7

3Hayek’s contributions to debates over American liberalism are explored
through his relationship with Walter Lippmann in Colin-Jaegar (2021).

4The conventional story of Tocqueville’s eclipse and Aron’s rediscovery has
been complicated by Audier (2004). This article does not aim to overturn the
historiography of Tocqueville’s rediscovery in Europe nor does it aim primar-
ily to make a point about the chronology of that rediscovery. Indeed, prior to
Hayek’s reclaiming of Tocqueville, one could find mentions of Tocqueville in
the writings of intellectuals such as Emile Faguet and Célestin Bouglé, both of
whom influenced Aron (Bouglé, 1902; Faguet, 1902). Nevertheless, it is worth
mentioning that Aron had almost certainly read portions of Hayek’s work on
the hubris of reason before publishing his interpretation of Tocqueville in the
1960s, at least enough to launch criticisms at his contemporary’s social theory.
On the intellectual exchange between the two, see Steinmetz-Jenkins (2021).
5 Hayek also taught a seminar on Tocqueville’s Democracy in America at the
University of Chicago’s Committee on Social Thought in 1953-1954 (Friedrich
A.von Hayek papers, box 188, Folder 7, Hoover Institution Library & Archives).
6 On Hayek’s liberalism, see Kukathas (1989), Forsyth (1988), Boyd (2004), Gray
(2013), and Lewis (2022). For a synoptic and sympathetic account of Hayek as
aliberal political economist and social theorist, see Boettke (2018).

7 All the while, the economist’s other influences have attracted serious atten-
tion. We know a great deal about Hayek’s debts to the luminaries of the
Scottish Enlightenment (Petsoulas, 2001; Hamowy, 1987; D’Amico, 2015) and

There are similarities between Hayek and Toc-
queville beyond The Road to Serfdom that this scant lit-
erature has failed to capture. Both valued associational
life, championed pluralism, and rose against the ver-
sions of socialism that manifested in their respective
lifetimes.® Most importantly for our purposes, both sit
broadly within the liberal tradition that scholars have
set out to reconstruct, making a study that pairs the
two liberals particularly relevant today. Hayek’s recov-
ery of Tocqueville occurred at a critical juncture for the
future of free institutions in an intellectual atmosphere
suffused with the language of “crisis” that mirrors our
own.” Hayek responded to contemporaneous chal-
lenges to liberalism with a history of what he regarded
as the original and authentic liberalism, a social the-
ory rather than a political creed. Tocqueville was one
of two nineteenth-century figures (along with Lord
Acton) who exemplified this “true liberalism,” Hayek’s
answer to the “totalitarian nemesis” that bedeviled a
fragile Europe (Hayek, 2010a, pp. 48-49).'0

The “truly liberal” Tocqueville who emerges in
Hayek’s writings was remarkable in several ways. His
intellectual instincts were more British than French; he
shared more in common with the social theories of the
“individualists” Smith and Hume than with those of
his contemporary Mill. And far from the sui generis or
“strange liberal” of one vein of scholarship (Boesche,
1987; Welch, 2001; Englert, 2021), Hayek positioned
Tocqueville as the successor to a pluralist strand of
eighteenth-century thought that migrated from Great
Britain to the Continent, where it was repudiated and
superseded by the Saint-Simonians, who left their
damaging mark on the study of social phenomena.
Hayek’s interwar Tocqueville is distinctive, this article
argues, in that he represents both the culmination of
ideas sown in the Scottish Enlightenment and the last
gasp of anti-rationalism in an increasingly rational-
istic age. In Hayek’s historical retelling, Tocqueville
did stand alone in rejecting the prevailing currents of
French sociology in his own century. But he did so to
preserve the original liberal understanding of society.

Yet Hayek’s Tocqueville was also a shifting exem-
plar of that true liberalism, as much a product of
the political upheavals of the twentieth century as of
the intellectual milieu of the nineteenth, so this arti-
cle will argue. Once exalted by Hayek as the voice of
Anglo individualism in the 1930s, Tocqueville’s French-
ness became a Hayekian point of emphasis toward the
end of World War II. Tocqueville simultaneously rep-
resented the heights of French thought and the possi-

his complicated fascination with John Stuart and Harriet Taylor Mill (Caldwell,
2008b; Légé, 2008; Farrant, 2010).

8 Their respective denunciations of socialism can be found, among other
places, in Tocqueville (2016b) and Hayek (1988).

9 A brief sketch of the early twentieth-century historiography of liberal crisis
can be found in J.R. Collins (2019).

10 Bell (2014, p. 683) briefly mentions Hayek’s characterization of liberalism as
a “capacious tradition of tradition” alongside De Ruggiero’s account.
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bility of a universal history to justify Hayek’s redefined
“liberal” postwar project of European international-
ism. Later in Hayek’s career, the lessons of Democracy
in America would support the economist’s qualified
embrace of majoritarian democracy, enabling Hayek
to reinforce his position against elitist strands of
conservatism in the middle of the century.

This brings us to the article’s second aim. For
when viewed in light of these varied portrayals
of Tocqueville, Hayek’s contributions to the study
of liberalism can be brought into focus. Hayek
invoked individual authorities from Locke to Acton
to legitimize his struggle against collectivism, and
he classified them all as liberals by tracking shared
ideas across time and place. His narrative combined
a study of liberals with one of liberal principles, a
story of men with a story of ideas. This article exposes
the risks and the returns of this approach. As we will
discover, Hayek offered a novel definition of liberalism
as an epistemic disposition that supported the theory
of spontaneous order. But to write a cohesive story
of this liberal ideal anchored by liberal luminaries,
Hayek was forced to divorce ideas from their orig-
inators and to discount sophisticated challenges to
“true liberalism” from self-professed friends of liberty.
In the case of Tocqueville, Hayek ignored key argu-
ments from his French interlocutor that fit uneasily
alongside the pro-market elements of this authen-
tic liberalism. These arguments, we will discover,
crossed the boundary separating liberal individualist
from illiberal collectivist that Hayek demarcated and
enforced.

The argument proceeds in five parts. The first sec-
tion sketches the background for Hayek’s distinction
between true and false “individualists.” The second
and third sections track Tocqueville’s status in Hayek’s
peculiar typology of liberal individualism and in his
postwar political proposals. The fourth section shows
how Hayek later mobilized Tocqueville to counter the
conservatives’ attack on democracy, thereby distin-
guishing true liberalism from its opponents on the
political right who appropriated its major figures, Toc-
queville included. The concluding section highlights
the methodological strategies for writing a history
of liberalism that can be seen in Hayek’s renderings
of Tocqueville. It ties Hayek’s narrative, a rejoinder
to the skeptical and illiberal voices of his day, to the
current discourse of liberal declension, and to the
vibrant scholarship on the liberal past that developed
in response.

Before proceeding to the argument, one qualify-
ing note is in order. This article does not mean to
suggest that Tocqueville exercised singular influence
over Hayek, who gleaned insights from an array of
thinkers and readily cited his sources. Tocqueville
is one of more than a dozen names to appear in
Hayek’s writings on individualism starting in the late
1930s, one writer in a far-reaching, capacious liberal

canon that expanded over the Austrian’s career.' Even
then, we ought not minimize the degree to which
Tocqueville’s insights shaped Hayek’s definition of
liberalism and his investigation into its history. The
political emergencies that beset twentieth-century
Europe compelled Hayek to look to the past; Toc-
queville’s post-Revolutionary depiction of two “rivers”
of social thought—one free, the other despotic—then
inspired the Austrian to pinpoint the instant when
liberalism, a social theory once anchored by epis-
temic humility, went astray. The focus on Hayek’s
Tocqueville enables us to follow the logic behind his
account of liberal birth and decay. It brings Hayek’s
novel definition of liberalism to light. And it allows us
to scrutinize his methodological choices as he recon-
structed a composite of liberal ideas and exemplars
in response to the horrors of the twentieth century,
choices that can inform our current constructions and
taxonomies of the liberal project.

LIBERALISM AS “TRUE INDIVIDUALISM”

Partly an exercise in intellectual history and partly
a reflection on methodology in the social sciences,
Hayek’s Abuse and Decline of Reason was motivated
by his profound dissatisfaction with the academy in
1930s London (Caldwell, 2008a, pp. 232-241). Hayek
was dismayed to discover that a “scientistic prejudice”
had spread among his colleagues at the LSE, who were
wont to apply methods from the natural and physi-
cal sciences to the study of human societies without
regard for the exceptional character of their subject
matter. “Scientism,” as Hayek framed it, was much
more than a value-neutral methodology for cataloging
visible phenomena. Rather, it was a “very prejudiced
approach which, before it has considered its subject,
claims to know what is the most appropriate way of
investigating it” (Hayek, 2010b, p. 80). “Mechanical
and uncritical” in application, this scientistic preju-
dice had begun to seep out of the university as of
the mid-1930s (Hayek, 2010b, p. 80). It shaped the
technocrats’ approach to governing human societies,
or to use Hayek’s terms, their shared inclination “to
engineer” or “plan” the lives of their fellow human
beings (Hayek, 2010b, pp. 156-166). It was this first
step toward conscious social planning that led West-
ern societies down “the road to serfdom,” the phrase
he appropriated from Tocqueville’s 1848 rebuke of the
French socialists (Tocqueville, 2016a).

Hayek claimed to have seen this change firsthand.
The liberal England he expected to encounter upon
his arrival to the LSE in 1931—the England of “Glad-
stonian liberalism” and therefore of free trade and

!1 For thoughtful investigations into Hayek’s influences beyond the Scots, see
Jones (2002), Jackson (2012), and G.M. Collins (2022).
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laissez-faire—was superseded by a planned order led
by “men of scientism” (quoted in Caldwell, 2010, p. 23).
With the outbreak of the Second World War, Hayek
believed that his calculated attacks on scientism could
serve a practical and noble purpose. “If one cannot
fight the Nazis,” he wrote in October 1941, “one ought
to at least fight those ideas which produce Nazism;
and although the well-meaning people who are so
dangerous have of course no idea of it, the danger that
comes from them is none the less serious” (quoted in
Caldwell, 2010, p. 7). One way for an academic such
as Hayek to confront Nazism and totalitarianism, in
other words, was to attack the more banal but no less
serious penchant for planning that lie behind them.
Hayek waged his war on such ideologies from all
sides. In The Road to Serfdom and his contributions
to the socialist calculation debate, he exposed the
ruinous economic consequences of social control,
however well-intended (Caldwell, 1997; O’Neill, 1996).
In the chapters for the Abuse of Reason, Hayek’s war
of ideas drove him into the domain of intellectual
history. Despite his warning about the “treacherous
ground” of tracing historical influences from this
article’s epigraph, he located the source of the sci-
entistic prejudice that infected the modern academy
in the writings of Henri de Saint-Simon (1760-1825)
and the Saint-Simonians who followed.'? The Saint-
Simonians first elevated scientism to a “religion,”
Hayek contended. They conceived of the “earliest
and most fantastic plans for the reorganization of
society” that would eventually inspire reform-minded
engineers at the Ecole Polytechnique at the turn of the
twentieth century (Hayek 2010c, p. 181). At the same
time, Hayek searched throughout modern history for
moments when the study of social phenomena was
marked by humility rather than hubris, or a Socratic
awareness of the incapacity of the human mind to
grasp the complexity of the social world."® He found
such humility in the seventeenth century. There, he
discovered an individualist philosophy that origi-
nated with the English Whigs and Bernard Mandeville,
reached its apex in the Scottish Enlightenment, and
was later “represented most perfectly in two of the
[nineteenth century’s] greatest historians and political
philosophers: Alexis de Tocqueville and Lord Acton”
(Hayek, 2010a, p. 49). Just as importantly, Hayek iden-
tified a corresponding tradition that likewise bore the
name “individualism”—but falsely so. Its exemplars,
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the Physiocrats A.R.J. Turgot
and Francois Quesnay, and later John Stuart Mill,

12 Aron likewise attacked the dominant paradigms of the twentieth-century
academy, though he distinguished between its Marxist roots and the influence
of Saint-Simon (Aron, 1967, p. 180).

3n his original outline for the Abuse of Reason monograph, Hayek provi-
sionally titled his Prelude “The Humility of Individualism.” He would later
publish it under the title “Individualism: True and False.” See the discussion
in Caldwell (2010) and in Caldwell and Klausinger (2022, pp. 561-62).

placed undue faith in the power of human reason.
They concluded that “social processes can be made to
serve human ends only if they are subjected to the con-
trol of individual human reason” (Hayek 2010a, p. 56).
It was but a small step from this prideful rationalism
to totalitarianism, or so recent events suggested to
Hayek. Both ideologies, he thought, would subject
human action to human design (Hayek, 2014c).

What distinguished the true individualists from
these Cartesian rationalists and their heirs, includ-
ing both the prideful planners and the well-meaning
social engineers of Hayek’s day? While figures such as
Rousseau and the Physiocrat Turgot held reason in the
highest esteem, true individualists accepted the lim-
itations of the human mind.'* They appreciated how
“spontaneous” or unplanned orders, the outcomes of
discrete actions performed by imperfect individuals,
gave structure to human society absent a top-down
plan. Those organic “collaborations among free men”
fostered more just social arrangements than any single
legislator, assembly, or cadre of elites, no matter how
rational or well-informed, could hope to construct, an
assertion that Hayek maintained throughout his life
(Hayek, 2010a, p. 54). True individualism was a doc-
trine of respect for the individual’s will, desires, agency,
and even her flawed rationality.

When Hayek aligned his contributions with the
legacy of these true individualists, he hoped to recover
and restore their understanding of society as the intri-
cate product of countless individual actions rather
than a single omniscient design. Not only that, but
he upheld their claim about human action as the
first principle of “true liberalism,” a social theory
most conducive to human freedom. Hayek thus put
his own spin on the collapse of liberalism language
that circulated among his colleagues. He complained
that the term “liberalism,” like “socialism,” “democ-
racy,” and “capitalism,” “today no longer stand(s] for
a coherent system of ideas” but for “aggregations of
quite heterogenous principles and facts which his-
torical accident has associated with [them]” (Hayek,
2010a, p. 48). At other points, he was more direct: the
word “liberalism” had been co-opted by doctrines
unworthy of the name. “Freedom’ and ‘liberalism’
have become terms that are used to describe the
exact opposite of their historic meaning...it is more
characteristic of the collectivists of the left to camou-
flage under the time-honored label liberal” (Hayek,
1997, p. 189). Hayek thus attempted to disaggregate
historical accidents from factual origins or to separate
the false variety of liberalism from its true form—all
for the sake of reclaiming frue liberalism. In his own
way, then, Hayek produced yet another declension
narrative to supplement those of his academic col-

141t is worth noting that Tocqueville, too, criticized the physiocrats for their
reliance on human reason (Tocqueville, 2011).
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leagues in the first third of the twentieth century, a
story in which liberal individualism was obscured
by collectivist philosophies. With his accompanying
genealogy of true liberalism, however, Hayek did not
simply alert his readers to veiled illiberal threats to
individual freedom. He also aimed to provide hope for
the survival of liberal principles.

TOCQUEVILLE AMONG THE
INDIVIDUALISTS

Hayek’s efforts to unearth the foundations of the truly
liberal worldview led him first to Locke and Mandev-
ille and soon to Hume and Smith. Indeed, following
the lines of influence that run from Smith, Hume, and
Ferguson to Hayek has proven to be fertile ground for
scholars (Otteson, 2007; Luban, 2020). Even so, Hayek
acknowledged that the contributions of the Scots
amounted to an incipient liberalism, an approach to
the social world that was modified, improved, and in
his estimation, brought to fulfillment by nineteenth-
century theorists. Not only did Tocqueville “represent”
that original individualism “most perfectly,” but with
the advantage of hindsight, he and Acton “more suc-
cessfully developed what was best in the philosophy
of the Scottish philosophers, Burke, and the English
Whigs than any other writers” (Hayek, 2010a, p. 50).'°

Yet for discerning readers of Democracy in Amer-
ica, even a favorable characterization of Tocqueville
as any kind of “individualist” is sure to elicit some
confusion. As Hayek knew full well, the famed French
traveler decried the individualisme of the modern era,
equating it with the social atomism and materialism
that accompanied the democratic revolution (Toc-
queville, 2012). Although “the term ‘individualism’ was
first introduced into the English language through the
translation of one of the works of another of the great
representatives of true liberalism,” Hayek was careful
to clarify its role in the text: “Tocqueville...uses it in
Democracy in Americato describe an attitude which he
deplores and rejects” (Hayek, 2010a, p. 51). How, then,
could Hayek classify the critical observer of American
individualism among “the individualists”?

To answer this question, we need to survey Hayek’s
reasons for documenting the history of liberal individ-
ualism in the first place. Just as he hoped to reclaim
“individualism” and “liberalism” from the Saint-
Simonians who first distorted their meaning and from
the “accidental” definitions that time later attached
to them, he also tried to clarify the different uses of
“individualism” in particular contexts. The “‘individu-
alism’ to which [Tocqueville] is opposed is something

15 Hayek had no reservations about embracing Whig narratives of history to go
along with his avowed “Whiggism.” He was wont to exalt “the best” in liberal
thought, or those lasting ideas and principles that he believed were refined
and even perfected by later writers (see Hayek, 2011a, p. 531).

altogether different from that of Smith,” Hayek spec-
ified (Hayek, 2010a, p. 51). What Tocqueville rejected
could more accurately be called egoism, or the self-
centered retreat from public life and responsibility and
even the denial of human sociability. Going further,
Hayek wished to show that the Scots also rejected such
a narrow conception of human nature. Virtually all
of the true individualists, he wrote, upheld the family
as the locus of liberty and a site of resistance against
a centralized state. All of them, in turn, championed
a robust associational life. “That true individualism
affirms the value of the family and all the common
efforts of the small community and group, that it
believes in local autonomy and voluntary associations,
and that indeed its case rests largely on the contention
that much for which the coercive action of the state
is usually invoked can be done better by voluntary
collaboration need not be stressed further,” Hayek
concluded (Hayek, 2010a, p. 66). Moreover, none of
the individualists subscribed to the “bogeyman” of the
rational maximizer homo oeconomicus, as their pro-
gressive critics alleged (Hayek, 2010a, p. 57). Nor did
they deny that human beings were naturally social ani-
mals, reliant upon “traditions and conventions” that
“make the behavior of other people predictable to a
high degree” (Hayek, 2010a, p. 66). When Tocqueville
condemned individualismein the pages of Democracy
in America, then, Hayek believed that the Frenchman
was extending the thought of his English and Scot-
tish forebears, not renouncing it as his critique of the
Americans’ materialist inclinations might suggest. And
there were good reasons, Hayek believed, not only
to retain the term “individualism” but to apply it to
the liberal worldview represented by Tocqueville and
Smith alike. “This view has always been known by that
term, whatever else it may have meant at different
times,” he contended, “and [it] has the distinction that
the word ‘socialism’ was deliberately coined to express
its opposition to individualism” (Hayek, 2010a, p. 48).
Even if Hayek did manage to clear up any ter-
minological confusion about his use of the word
individualism, it is still far from obvious what role Toc-
queville was meant to play in the Austrian’s sweeping
story of the true individualists and their eclipse. While
scholars have identified affinities between Tocqueville
and Smith, for example, the thesis that they belonged
not only to a single, centuries-long tradition but to
the very same school of thought within it is provoca-
tive on its face.'® Even for Bruce Caldwell, Hayek’s
intellectual biographer and one of the editors of his
complete works, the trajectory that the individualist
tradition takes after Smith becomes quite hazy, since
it manifests in the contributions of “such disparate
thinkers” as Burke, Tocqueville, and Acton (Caldwell
2010, p. 30). Yet Hayek did not hesitate to speak of

16 One exception is Levy (2015), who locates both figures in the pluralist camp.
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all of these authors together; Tocqueville stood “in all
essentials close to Adam Smith, to whom nobody will
deny the title of individualist” (Hayek 2010a, p. 51).
Hayek’s confidence notwithstanding, it is not entirely
clear what holds true individualism together once it
crosses into the nineteenth century—or what exactly
unites Tocqueville with those whom Hayek celebrated
as his individualist forebears.

Nevertheless, Tocqueville’s place in this liberal his-
tory becomes clearer once we understand that, for
the interwar Hayek, he was not primarily the foreign
observer of the United States that Americans tend
to celebrate. Nor was Hayek’s Tocqueville the French
political sociologist who would later appear in Aron’s
Main Currents. Interpreters tend to view Tocqueville
through one of two lenses: American political thought
or French history. These interpretations will make brief
appearances in Hayek’s later work, as we will discover.
But through at least World War II, Hayek adopted a
distinctive approach to understanding Tocqueville: he
positioned the French aristocrat among the British.

Hayek’s distinction between true and false indi-
vidualisms also mapped onto a division between
British and Continental philosophies.!” And it was
Tocqueville who first alerted Hayek to that distinction,
the basis for the latter’s liberal typology. Hayek chose
a quotation from Tocqueville as the epigraph to the
first chapter of The Abuse of Reason, and in Decem-
ber 1945, he delivered the argument from that chapter
as the Finlay Lecture at University College, Dublin.
Chapter and lecture alike opened with an excerpt from
Tocqueville’s 1842 speech to the Académie Frangaise:
“From the eighteenth century and the Revolution, two
rivers emerged as if from a common source: the first
one drove men towards free institutions, while the
second led them to absolute power” (Hayek, 2010a,
p. 46).

Hayek added layers of detail to Tocqueville’s image
of “two rivers,” free and despotic. It was just after the
French Revolution, Hayek continued, when individu-
alism branched off into two geographical trajectories.
“Here I can only point out that the fundamental dif-
ference between what in the nineteenth century was
regarded as liberalism in the English-speaking world
and what was so-called on the Continent is closely
connected with their descent from true individualism
and the false rationalistic individualism, respec-
tively,” he wrote. “It was only liberalism in the English
sense that was generally opposed to centralization,
to nationalism, and to socialism, while the liberalism
prevalent on the Continent favored all three” (Hayek,
2010a, p. 71). Rationalism went through its French

17 This is what Hayek would later call, borrowing from Tocqueville’s frequent
correspondent Francis Lieber, Anglican versus Gallican liberty (Hayek, 1992c,
p. 216).

and German phases; scientism, a manifestation of
the rationalists’ worldview, did as well (Hayek, 2010c).
As Hayek’s topography of the liberal tradition grew
more detailed, however, the territorial lines demar-
cating the two types of individualism began to blur.
The English Mill, for instance, exemplified the fond-
ness for rationalism characteristic of the Continental
figures (Hayek, 2010a, p. 71).'® Tocqueville, for his
part, crossed into British territory to challenge the
opinions of his countrymen on several issues. Hayek
nonetheless preserved the philosophical categories
that separated British from French liberalisms, even as
their geographical borders were subtly redrawn. What
made Tocqueville distinctly “Anglo” in this regard
was his deep suspicion of rationalism and its upshot
in administrative centralization, the ideas about the
nature of social organization that he shared with his
British forerunners.

We will note that Hayek’s primary source material
for interpreting Tocqueville in the 1930s and 1940s
while drafting The Abuse of Reason was not Democracy
in America. Instead, he cited Tocqueville’s Académie
speech that opened with the history of the ancien
régime through the Revolution of 1789 and surveyed
those intellectual currents that swept up his French
contemporaries. This speech contained an early ver-
sion of the argument of Ancien Régime and the Revolu-
tion (1856). The Tocqueville of Hayek’s earliest forays
into the history of liberalism was therefore an internal
critic of his own milieu—much like Hayek himself at
the LSE. British by disposition, French by birth, Toc-
queville did not subscribe to the Cartesianism and
Saint-Simonianism that captivated his countrymen in
the half century or so following the Revolution. It
was authentic liberalism rather than its positivist off-
shoot that Tocqueville retained throughout his own
century, when—in Hayek’s retelling—genuine indi-
vidualism eventually lost out to its collectivist rivals.
As Hayek’s thought progressed over the next three
decades, he added other names to the roll call of
true individualists on the Continent, including Mon-
tesquieu and Tocqueville’s nineteenth-century prede-
cessor Benjamin Constant (Hayek, 2011a, pp. 110-
111)."Y But they remained minor players in the long
history of individualist ideas initiated by the likes of
Locke and Mandeville, refined by Smith and Hume,
developed further by Tocqueville, and eventually
reclaimed by Hayek to fend off liberalism’s scientistic
detractors.

18 Hayek, for his part, was both deeply fascinated by Mill’s life and deeply criti-
cal of his contributions to social theory (see Hayek, 2015). In the vein of Hayek,
Levy argues that Tocqueville and Mill, respectively, exemplify the pluralist and
rationalist variants of liberalism (Levy, 2015).

19 This is where Hayek refers to Tocqueville’s “Anglo-mania,” which he claims
was obvious to the Frenchman’s contemporaries (Hayek, 2011a, p. 111 n. 10).
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EUROPEAN LIBERALISM AND THE
POSTWAR TOCQUEVILLE

The Frenchman would soon assume another role
in the Austrian’s writings. By the war’s end, Hayek’s
Tocqueville became more than a peculiar nineteenth-
century French parliamentarian, the intellectual
bastion of British liberalism on the Continent that the
economist first described in the late 1930s. Instead,
he was invoked by Hayek as the teacher for war-torn
Europe. In February 1944, Hayek addressed an audi-
ence at King’s College, Cambridge on the unavoidable
task of rebuilding European civilization after the war.
There, he tied England’s fate to Europe’s rejuvenation,
breaking the ideological wall separating British from
Continental that he first erected in The Abuse of Rea-
son essays, at least for this occasion. “The future of
England is tied up with the future of Europe...[and]
whether we shall be able to rebuild something like a
common European civilization after this war will be
decided mainly by what happens in the years immedi-
ately following it,” he stated. To be more specific, the
fate of Europe depended on the ideas that could take
root among the German people. Hayek accordingly
upheld “those values on which European civilisation
was built and which alone can form the basis from
which we can move towards the realisation of the
ideals which guide us” (Hayek, 1992b, p. 201).

Given this task in reforming ideas, Hayek contended
that it was neither social scientists nor economists—
neither himself nor his colleagues—who were best
suited to lead European renewal via German refound-
ing. He placed the responsibility for Europe’s future
squarely on the “historians,” defined broadly as “all
students of society, past or present.” Even then, Hayek
was not entirely charitable toward these “students of
society,” who seemed to shoulder at least some of the
blame for totalitarianism. He went on to narrow the
meaning of “historian” for his listeners, targeting the
German intellectual.

I know that it is difficult for English peo-
ple to appreciate how great and immediate
the influence of academic work of this
kind is in Germany, and how seriously the
Germans take their professors—almost as
seriously as the German professors take
themselves. The role which the German
political historians of the nineteenth cen-
tury have played in creating the veneration
for the power state and the expansionist
ideas which created modern Germany can
scarcely be overrated.

Since academic historians “creat[ed] the ideas that
rule Germany today,” the next generation of histori-
ans would be charged with toppling the ideological

supports for Nazism, supports that, as Hayek told his
readers years earlier, were fashioned in writings of
political historians in the century before Hitler’s rise to
power (Hayek, 1992b, p. 203).

Hayek thus found another use for the history of lib-
eralism he constructed roughly half a decade earlier to
confront his colleagues in the academy. That same his-
tory could and indeed had to be deployed to set a firm
social (and as we will soon discover, also a moral) foun-
dation for Europe’s future. To Hayek’s mind, a return
to history was not only necessary but inevitable in a
time rife with uncertainty, especially in a decimated
Europe. “The complete break in the continuity of most
traditions will probably itself produce a turning back
to history in search of traditions to provide a founda-
tion for future developments,” he predicted (Hayek,
1992b, p. 205). In the same breath, Hayek described
the only kind of history that could supplant false but
pervasive teachings: “the possibility of a history which
is not written in the service of a particular interest...a
sincere effort to find out the truth, subservient to no
nation, race, or class” (Hayek, 1992b, p. 207).

It is no surprise that Hayek invoked both gen-
eral themes and particular figures from his existing
account of true individualism to supply the objec-
tive history that his age sorely needed. In that spirit,
he proposed the creation of the “Acton-Burckhardt-
Tocqueville Society” to “assist the task of historians”
in their efforts to re-establish German society on
enduring principles (Hayek, 1992b, p. 209):

Jointly, these three names indicate prob-
ably even better than the single name
of [the English] Acton the kind of basic
political ideals under whose inspiration
history might give the future Europe the
political re-education which it needs—
perhaps because, more than anybody else,
these three men continued the tradition
of the great political philosopher, who, as
Acton said, “at his best was England at
its best’—Edmund Burke. (Hayek 1992b,
pp. 210-211)

What made Tocqueville’s (and by extension, Acton’s
and Burckhardt’s) Burkean-inspired ideas especially
salient for the postwar period? And why not rely on
Burke’s name alone to convey the intellectual gravitas
of such a vital undertaking? Notably, it was not Toc-
queville’s calls for associational freedom or a robust
civil society, the claims we might expect a classical lib-
eral such as Hayek to amplify, that made his name
well-suited to this novel venture.’’ Instead, as one
member of this nineteenth-century triad, Tocqueville

20 This is not to imply that Hayek ignored Tocqueville’s theory of associations
altogether (see, e.g., Hayek, 2011a and Hayek, 1976).
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offered a moral outlook—a teaching that social scien-
tists in Hayek’s time could not provide. Germany was
sure to resemble a “moral and intellectual desert” by
war’s end, Hayek lamented, a nation marked by the
“absence of any common tradition...of any common
beliefs” whose people would harbor “a great disillu-
sionment about what can be positively achieved by
political action”—and who, as he stated, would look to
the past for any guidance at all (Hayek, 1992b, p. 202).
What a devastated Germany needed, then, was cer-
tainly not more central planning; nor, in the short
run, did it need more Hayekian advocates of the free
market. Rather, Hayek looked to reeducate the nation
on moral grounds, beginning with the moral limits
on purposeful social design that true individualists
from Burke to Acton to Tocqueville emphasized. Here,
Hayek added greater detail to the suggestion of a truth-
driven history from the start of his speech. “There
must be certain common values beyond the sacred-
ness of truth: an agreement, at least, that the ordinary
rules of moral decency must apply to political action”
(Hayek, 1992b).

A program for propagating universal morality
should be precisely that, Hayek specified: universal.
It should be cross-national and European to preempt
the distorting effects of nationalism and parochialism.
Hayek’s preference for the ideals of Anglo individual-
ism remained on clear display in his justification for
the Acton-Tocqueville-Burckhardt Society and its ref-
erence to Burke as “the best” of English thought. But he
deliberately looked outside of Britain at this moment.
Not only would his proposed pan-European intellec-
tual Society bear the name of “some great figure who
embodies in an especially high degree the virtues
and ideals that such an Association would have to
serve.” It would also honor figures from three differ-
ent nations: the English Acton who was “half German
in his training,” according to Hayek, the Swiss Bur-
ckhardt, and the French Tocqueville (Hayek, 1992b,
p- 209; Hayek, 1992c). Tocqueville’s moral sense was
vital for mending a frayed German culture, and his
recognizably French name, along with those of Acton
and Burckhardt as representatives of their respective
nations, carried authoritative weight in a period when
“international collaboration” was “of immense value”
(Hayek 1992b, p. 207). Moreover, Europe’s “future his-
torians,” those who would supplant scientism with
individualism and totalitarianism with true liberalism,
could unite under it (Hayek, 1992b, p. 209). Alongside
the substantive moral message that Tocqueville con-
veyed, the cross-national fertilization of ideas through
a society that bore his name would suppress nation-
alist sentiment. Tocqueville’s firsthand knowledge of
America, too, became an asset in this struggle against
nationalist sentiment: “While Lord Acton, the English-
man, knew the Germans in their bad and their good

sides as well as he knew his fellow countrymen, the
Frenchman de Tocqueville [sic] was of course one
of the greatest students and admirers of American
democracy” (Hayek, 1992a, p. 233). A society named
for Acton, Tocqueville, and Burckhardt would sym-
bolically “demonstrate the possibility of agreement
independent of national allegiance...[since] the desire
for recognition by and encouragement from his own
peers in other countries is perhaps the strongest
safeguard against the corruption of the historian by
nationalist sentiments” (Hayek, 1992b, p. 207).

The interwar to postwar Hayek (late 1930s through
the 1940s) thus emphasized two sides of Tocqueville
at two different though related moments in the twen-
tieth century. The first cast Tocqueville as the heir
apparent to the Anglo individualism of earlier cen-
turies, a liberalism that had been lost to the French in
Tocqueville’s lifetime but whose revival could correct
the myopia of the twentieth-century academy. With-
out abandoning Tocqueville’s Anglophilic features, the
second side revealed the French historian and moral
guide, whose name alone projected the promise of a
peaceful, cosmopolitan Europe. Hayek tied the two
Tocquevilles together by referencing the true individ-
ualist ethos that underlies each of them, an ethos
attached to human sociability (following Smith) and to
an enduring morality that respected the limits of the
human mind and thus of social design. Hayek hoped
that true liberalism would satisfy European citizens in
their anticipated “turning back to history,” their search
for explanations about the rise of Nazism and totalitar-
ianism and for solid intellectual ground upon which to
rebuild.

Near the conclusion of his 1944 speech, Hayek
turned from history and morality to politics. We will
recall that he first exalted true liberalism in the Abuse
of Reason as a social theory, political “only in the sec-
ond instance” (Hayek, 2010a, p. 52). In the Fall of 1944,
he advised Europeans to embrace the overlapping
yet minimalist political ideals that ran downstream
from the basic rules of moral decency and from the
recognition of objective truth that the proper kind of
history would provide. Europeans in the latter half of
the century should possess “an affirmative attitude
towards democracy without any superstitious defer-
ence to all of its dogmatic applications, particularly
without condoning the oppression of minorities any
more than that of majorities, and finally an opposition
to totalitarianism, whether it be from the Right or Left”
(Hayek, 1992b, p. 208). For finding this democratic
though nondogmatic common ground, Tocqueville’s
thought was especially apt—here at the War’s (near)
end and over subsequent decades of Hayek’s career.
In The Constitution of Liberty, published in 1960, Toc-
queville retained his status as the “Anglo-maniac”
of the Hayekian two liberalisms and as the moral
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historian for a liberal democratic Europe (Hayek,
2011b, p. 111 n. 10). He also assumed two other inter-
twined roles: the hesitant defender of democracy and
the paragon of liberalism against mid-century conser-
vatism. Once again, Hayek called Tocqueville to the aid
of liberalism—this time, to differentiate true liberals
from their conservative counterparts.

TOCQUEVILLE Contra CONSERVATISM

In the postscript to The Constitution of Liberty, Hayek
turned his attention from the political left to the right.
He had built a career decrying those “movements
that are thought to be progressive,” or the collec-
tivist philosophies characteristic of the left. In this
essay, however, Hayek confronted conservatism, the
side of “those who habitually resist change” (Hayek,
2011b, p. 519). But even as he explained “Why I am
Not a Conservative” in the postscript, Hayek’s goal
remained consistent: to rescue true liberalism from its
enemies, whether traditionally left or right, socialist
or conservative—party designations that his discus-
sion of conservatism in the essay would soon call
into question. Although he acknowledged superficial
affinities between conservatism and liberalism, Hayek
took pains to distance the liberalism he espoused from
the mid-century conservatism for which it was often
mistaken. “There is danger,” he cautioned, “in the
confused condition which brings the defenders of lib-
erty and the true conservatives together in common
opposition to the developments which threaten their
different ideals equally” (Hayek, 2011b, p. 519).

Such dangers could be perceived in the differences
between the two philosophies. In contrast to the lib-
eral’s “courage and confidence,” the conservative por-
trayed in Hayek’s postscript harbored a “fondness for
authority” and “a timid distrust for the new as such”
(Hayek, 2011b, p. 522). The conservative scorned the
spontaneous order of society as lawless chaos, defer-
ring instead to the “continuous attention of authority”
and opening the road to serfdom from the right
(Hayek, 2011b, p. 523). Contrary to Hayek’s fervent
calls for international collaboration and universal his-
tory, the conservative clung to a “strident nationalism”
(Hayek, 2011b, p. 526). And on democracy, the conser-
vative privileged the rule of the so-called wise few over
the many, once again placing undue trust in an imag-
inary omniscient elite. Each of these doctrines, Hayek
alleged, aligned the conservatives with collectivists of
various stripes.

In general, it can probably be said that
the conservative does not object to coer-
cion or arbitrary power if it is used for
what he regards as the right purposes...-
Like the socialist, he is less concerned with

the problem of how the powers of gov-
ernment should be limited than with who
wields them. (Hayek, 2011b, p. 523)

True liberalism stood opposite socialism and conser-
vatism, authoritarian philosophies that overlapped on
the legitimacy of coercion.

There are obvious distinctions between what Hayek
cast as conservatism and the individualist ethos epit-
omized in his writings. Yet, on democracy at least,
Hayek seemed to sympathize with the conservative
opinion. He long held that democratic rule was not
enough to safeguard individual liberty. After all, this
was among the great contributions of The Road to Serf-
dom. Hayek quoted Tocqueville’s predictions about
democratic despotism at length in the 1956 American
paperback edition, which included the French aris-
tocrat’s warning that servitude “may establish itself
under the wing of the sovereignty of the people”
(Hayek, 2009, p. 49). Later in the text, Hayek refor-
mulated this Tocquevillean admonition in his own
way:

The fashionable concentration on democ-
racy as the main value threatened [by
planning] is not without danger. It is
largely responsible for the misleading and
unfounded belief that, so long as the ulti-
mate source of power is the will of the
majority, the power cannot be arbitrary.
(Hayek, 2009, p. 110)

In The Constitution of Liberty and his three-volume
Law, Legislation, and Liberty (1973-1979), Hayek
relayed similar warnings about the fashionable
“fetishizing” of democracy (Hayek, 2011a, p. 169;
1973, p. 3). “The crucial conception of the doctrinaire
democrat is that of popular sovereignty,” he summa-
rized in 1960. “This means to him that the majority
rule is unlimited and unlimitable. The ideal of democ-
racy originally intended to prevent all arbitrary power
becomes the justification for a new arbitrary power”
(Hayek, 2011a, p. 170). At least one true liberal,
then, seemed to harbor many of the conservative’s
reservations regarding popular rule.

But Hayek would go on to differentiate his more
sanguine liberal analysis of democracy from the opin-
ions of such “distrustful” conservatives. He was no
dogmatic democrat, he insisted. Nor, from the other
direction, did he share the conservatives’ reverence
for elite authority—in politics or elsewhere.?! “I have
made it clear earlier that I do not regard majority rule

21 As we learned through his critique of scientism, Hayek often warned against
the technocratic interventions of the few. He seized the opportunity to embar-
rass so-called “experts” in his 1974 Nobel Prize lecture, when he decried the
“pretense of knowledge” or the pride that individuals take in their imagined
capacity to foresee and to systematize social interactions (Hayek, 2014b).
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as an end but merely as a means...But I believe that
conservatives deceive themselves when they blame
the evils of our time on democracy,” he explained,
situating his skepticism of majorities within an other-
wise optimistic valuation of democracy (Hayek, 2011b,
p. 525). His conclusion on majority rule vis-a-vis elite
power had indeed been, as he mentioned, “made
clear” earlier in the body of the Constitution of Liberty.
There, Tocqueville served as the hopeful spectator of
American democracy to guide Hayek’s reasoning—and
a far cry from the prophet of democratic pathologies
in The Road to Serfdom. Unlike in the Abuse of Reason
essays, Hayek now mobilized the teachings of Democ-
racy in America: “It is the burden of the argument in
Tocqueville’s great work, Democracy in America, that
democracy is the only effective method of educating
the majority.” As heled the reader through a line of rea-
soning he attributed to Tocqueville, Hayek clarified his
own conclusions about democracy’s relative benefits:

Democracy is, above all, a process of form-
ing opinion. Its chief advantage lies not in
its method of selecting those who govern,
but in the fact that, because a great part of
the population takes an active part in the
formation of opinion, a correspondingly
wide range of persons is available from
which to select. We may admit that democ-
racy does not put power in the hands of the
wisest and best informed and that at any
given moment the decision of a govern-
ment by an elite might be more beneficial
to the whole...but this need not prevent us
from still giving democracy the preference.
(Hayek, 2011a, p. 174)

How could Hayek reconcile those Tocquevillean
forewarnings about equality he quoted in The Road
to Serfdom with the egalitarian apologist portrayed
in these pages? Amid a catalog of democracy’s ben-
efits, the Austrian took note of a remarkable if, to
him, “puzzling” feature of Democracy in America. Toc-
queville managed to combine “persistent faultfinding
with democracy on almost all particular points [with]
the emphatic acceptance of the principle” (Hayek,
2011a, p. 174 n. 12). Tocqueville did alert his readers to
the perils of majority rule and democratic despotism,
the messages Hayek chose to highlight in his assault
on central planning in Road to Serfdom. Overall, how-
ever, Tocqueville appreciated democracy as a means
of political education and, Hayek hinted, an inevitable
type of regime for the modern age. Such a combina-
tion of particular disdain and general approval seemed
“puzzling” to Hayek as he drafted the Constitution
of Liberty. Nevertheless, the Austrian responded with
similar ambivalence on democracy. He, too, remained
of two minds on the system, complimentary of the

whole and critical of its parts.””> As he bemoaned the
“reactionary, stationary” and rationalistic tendencies
of majority rule, Hayek also conceded that democracy
may still bend toward liberty, more so than any of its
alternatives (Hayek, 2010a, p. 72; 2014a). This attitude
distinguished the true liberal from the conservative:
“the advantages of democracy as a method of peaceful
change and of political education seem to be so great
compared with those of any other system that I can
have no sympathy with the anti-democratic strain of
conservatism” (Hayek, 2011b, p. 525).

Hayek thus interpreted Tocqueville’s comprehensive
teaching on democracy to reach a conclusion about
the rewards of popular rule, marshaling his French
forerunner to counter the conservative. He was keenly
aware, however, that his rivals on the right likewise laid
claim to the celebrated author of Democracy in Amer-
ica. Even then, Hayek refused to acknowledge affinities
between the liberal and conservative approaches to
the past. Although Hayek positioned his contributions
to Western thought alongside those of Locke and Toc-
queville, he cited the conservatives’ appeals to such
great minds as evidence of intellectual weakness. “So
unproductive has conservatism been in producing a
general conception of how a social order is main-
tained that its modern votaries, in trying to construct
a theoretical foundation, invariably find themselves
appealing almost exclusively to authors who regarded
themselves as liberal,” Hayek remarked.”®> Conserva-
tives had to lay claim to the luminaries of liberalism
to find the theoretical foundations their worldview
could not supply. Hayek implied that his version of his-
tory rested on more defensible premises. “Macaulay,
Tocqueville, Lord Acton, and Lecky considered them-
selves liberals, and with justice,” he continued, before
citing the work of Acton and Laski in his defense
(Hayek, 2011b, p. 523, emphasis added). On this view,
Tocqueville understood his place in a liberal line of
succession that originated in prior centuries, a tradi-
tion that Hayek claimed to have discovered rather than
to have constructed as the “unproductive” conserva-
tives were forced to do. His use of liberal authorities,
then, was based on historical fact, tethered to the self-
understanding of true liberals in their respective times.

22 On Hayek’s multifaceted understanding of democracy, see Englert (2020).
23 As Brad Birzer (2015, pp. 157-159) speculates rather convincingly, Hayek’s
“Why I am Not a Conservative” was probably inspired by the success of Rus-
sell Kirk's The Conservative Mind: From Burke to Santayana (1953), though
neither Kirk nor his monograph are named in Hayek’s essay. The Conserva-
tive Mind depicts Tocqueville as a “liberal conservative” in the vein of Burke,
as Hayek himself did. Hayek may have also been replying to Robert Nisbet
(1953, p. 175), who praised Tocqueville’s pluralism along with his “astonish-
ing prophecies” about the nature of totalitarianism. As Richard Boyd (2022,
p. 145) perceptively notes, Nisbet later remarked that his New Liberal and
New Conservative students of 1950s-1960s Berkeley found common ground in
Tocquevillean anxieties over anomie and isolation. In the spirit of this obser-
vation, it is worth questioning whether Kirk and Nisbet, the targets of Hayek’s
attack on mid-century conservatism, were indeed reading Tocqueville in ways
that differed all that dramatically from their Austrian critic.
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Seen from this perspective, it was only fitting that the
self-avowed liberal Tocqueville should remain Hayek’s
guide in thwarting threats to freedom, whether they
emerged from left, right, or center.

CONCLUSION: LIBERALISMS, TRUE AND
FALSE, THEN AND NOW

This article has framed Hayek’s idiosyncratic interpre-
tations of Tocqueville—British-style anti-rationalist,
French statesman, truth-telling historian, and ambiva-
lent democrat—as their author’s responses to events
that transpired in the twentieth century both in and
out of the academy. From the “Anglo-maniac” of
Hayek’s LSE days to the French moralist and later the
apologist for democracy’s relative educational advan-
tages, Tocqueville served as a malleable authority for
his Austrian interpreter, an ideological chameleon
changing his intellectual and indeed his national col-
orsinreaction to the academic and political backdrops
against which the liberal Hayek placed him. As Hayek
chastised his contemporaries—socialist and conser-
vative alike—for mischaracterizing and misappropri-
ating liberal individualism, Tocqueville’s interventions
remained a constant, an oasis of first principles from
which to water the moral desert of early to mid-
century Europe. Hayek deployed Tocqueville’s ideas
to respond to his century’s academic and political
crises: to inoculate the modern academy against the
scientistic prejudices that infected it, to repair a bro-
ken, nihilistic nation and a devastated continent, and
finally to forestall a potential crisis of liberal democracy
in its own right, when democracy needed a nondog-
matic defense against another strain of rationalist
hubris—this time from its detractors on the right.

Still, throughout Hayek’s career, Tocqueville
remained a liberal luminary, a paragon of that true
liberal tradition, the boundaries of which shifted over
time to accommodate other thinkers even as its core
commitments to social pluralism, individual liberty,
and above all, intellectual humility stayed intact. As
he tied Tocqueville to a preexisting tradition that orig-
inated in Britain only to be overshadowed in France,
Hayek insisted that what unified liberalism was not a
political or economic maxim—neither a commitment
to limited government nor to the free market. Instead,
liberals from Locke to Hume to Tocqueville and finally
to Hayek himself shared an awareness of the limits of
what the human mind can achieve. Their social com-
mitments grew from this fundamental understanding
of the flawed nature of human reason, a point that
held true for every iteration of the legitimate liberal
project that Hayek outlined across decades of his
writings. True liberalism thus designated an approach
to society rooted in the inescapable frailty of the
rational mind. Indeed, this novel understanding of

the tradition remains Hayek’s most original normative
contribution to debates over the identity of liberalism
that tend to prioritize the political.

Hayek’s varying depictions of Tocqueville also reveal
broader lessons about how the liberal tradition may be
represented by its interpreters, lessons that resonate
today for political theorists and intellectual histori-
ans engaged in the task of historical recovery. First
and most directly, Hayek offered one explanation for
the historical-revisionist reactions that tend to accom-
pany critical moments of liberal collapse, including
our own. Moments of discontinuity and disruption,
he wrote in 1944, often occasion “a turning back to
history” to explain current failings and to open the
imagination to a range of future possibilities (Hayek,
1992b, p. 205). As long as we believe that liberalism
is in turmoil, he suggested, we should expect to dig
deeper into its origins and transformations. In his own
efforts at excavation, Hayek unearthed an individu-
alist liberalism that barely resembled later schools of
thought that bore the same name.

The second and third lessons pertain to historical
method. Despite any pretensions about getting liber-
alism “right” once and for all, any attempt at writing
a tradition’s history will be colored by the moments
during which we write it. While this is hardly a novel
insight about historical contingency (Bell, 2014), our
investigation into Hayek’s history adds another shade
of detail. For the story of true liberalism was not simply
a description of the principles articulated by its lead-
ing actors but also of the looming and changing threats
to those principles: rationalist, scientistic, totalitar-
ian, nationalist, authoritarian, and conservative, to
name a few.’* This interpretative stance informed
Hayek’s most original conclusions about the tradi-
tion’s decline. In his eyes, liberalism went astray long
before its European observers took notice of the politi-
cal emergency in their midst. It faltered conceptually
in the century before totalitarianism would haunt
Europe when its “faux” representatives took hold of
the individualist mantle. In fact, the Hayekian story of
true liberalism’s rise and fall needed a declinist narra-
tive as its foil. At the very least, it needed a collection
of “falsely” liberal or antiliberal rivals to which differ-
ent authors in the canon would be called to respond.
Tocqueville, as we have learned, was transformed into
a universalist to confront the nationalist historians, a
British anti-rationalist to oppose his countrymen, and
a democrat to rebuff the conservatives who clung to
his influence to legitimate their own.

24 This argument fits comfortably within Bell’s (2014) framework that treats
liberalism as an “actors’ category,” encompassing a range of ideas and con-
cepts that were regarded as liberal at one time or another. But it also adds
nuance to that framework. It is not complete worldviews that are carried for-
ward by the actors who helped to define liberalism, but as Hayek’s depiction
suggests, a collection of individuals ideas that unite particular thinkers from
distinct times and places.
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Third and finally, Hayek’s wide-ranging narra-
tive that encompassed ideas and exemplars yielded
idiosyncratic and sometimes puzzling interpretations
of major figures and their relationship to one another.
In Hayek’s hands, the history of liberalism became
a selective reception story, in which single ideas
rather than the complete worldview of the actors who
expressed them functioned as ligaments connecting
the liberal skeleton. For despite the rich affinities
that this article has highlighted, we ought not over-
look the fundamental and perhaps even intractable
differences in how Tocqueville and Hayek under-
stood the world. While he admired Tocqueville as a
liberal forefather, there are persistent features of Toc-
queville’s liberalism—a market-skeptical liberalism,
we will note—that Hayek either could not accept or
declined to acknowledge. For Tocqueville, the mar-
ket economy was a source of malaise and mediocrity,
a troubling feature of the democratic age that might
render individuals subject, first to their materialist
impulses and soon thereafter to a tutelary state (Toc-
queville, 2012). For Hayek, by contrast, the market
was a site of liberty, a manifestation of the organic
processes that give structure to human behavior and
spur social progress. Hayek thus ignored the aristo-
cratic core of Tocqueville’s thought in his quest to
partition true from false individualism and later to
repel those conservatives who would declare Toc-
queville as their ally. In trying to recover and preserve
a prescriptivist liberalism, Hayek ignored Tocqueville’s
immanent, enduring challenges to it—challenges that
recur in some of the most forceful recent assaults on
liberal institutions.”

When Hayek revived Tocqueville, then, it was not
the Frenchman’s liberalism in its entirety, complicated
as it was by a critical attitude toward markets and a
“conservative” critique of materialism, that he aimed
to reintroduce to “students of society” across succes-
sive generations. Rather, it was a curated collection of
anti-rationalist threads, disentangled from the philo-
sophical fabric in which Tocqueville first wove them. It
was this anti-rationalism that Hayek, as he represented
the liberal tradition anew—an endeavor that resonates
now almost a century after Hayek’s history—wished to
preserve as the true lineage of liberalism.
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