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Proposal

“Brides and Brothers:

Marriage and Fraternity in Tocqueville’s France and America”

Jill Locke and Kristen Nelson

SUMMARY

Jill Locke (Political Science) and Kristen Nelson (History, Women’s Studies) seek funding to support a collaborative research and publication project that will explore the political motivations of Alexis de Tocqueville’s representation of the American family in Democracy in America (1840). 

Background

In America the independence of woman is irrecoverably lost in the bonds of matrimony. If an unmarried woman is less constrained there than elsewhere, a wife is subjected to stricter obligations. The former makes her father's house an abode of freedom and of pleasure; the latter lives in the home of her husband as if it were a cloister. Yet these two different conditions of life are perhaps not so contrary as may be supposed, and it is natural that the American women should pass through the one to arrive at the other.





--Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (1840)

Alexis de Tocqueville is a tricky figure for feminist theorists and historians. On the one hand, he speaks approvingly of the Americans’ simple knowledge of women’s equality to men.  He goes on to applaud the ways in which Americans, unlike the French, have not mistaken this equality for sameness. In America, women play a distinctive role of moral guardian and protector of democracy itself. He writes, “To what does America owe its greatness? To the superiority of its women.” Yet, like so many defenders of women’s special moral perspective and superiority, Tocqueville insists upon a doctrine of “separate spheres” for men and women. Woman’s greatness, in this rendering, is directly connected to her seclusion from public life. She must educate her sons in order to prepare them for the coarseness of the world outside the home—a world she experiences in her youth but “escapes” through the bonds of marriage. 

Locke has argued that the bonds of marriage have a special role to play in Tocqueville’s ability to accept democratic egalitarianism. Because marriage preserves inequality in the relationship between husbands and wives, it protects men from the vast, undifferentiated mob that plagues democratic life. As an aristocrat trying to come to terms with a democratic future, Tocqueville was famously worried that without public standing based on class, men’s tastes, habits, and passions would become troublingly uniform. An American ideal of marriage thus serves as a transitional object for French aristocratic men. It allows them to be engaged and equal to others in public; it fosters fraternity among fathers and sons; and in terms of the conjugal bond, it allows man to be a “little king” at home.
  Moreover, there is a certain democratic elegance to the American approach to marriage. Unlike its French counterpart that is arranged and therefore loveless and instrumental, the American marriage—because it is chosen—appears inoculated against infidelity. Tocqueville writes, “She has been taught beforehand what is expected of her and voluntarily and freely enters upon this engagement. She supports her new condition with courage because she chose it” (DIA 1840, Part III, Chapter X). This element of choice assures Tocqueville that American women would never emasculate their husbands or mock their paternity as French women were known to do.
 On the contrary, as Tocqueville says approvingly,

I never observed that the women of America consider conjugal authority as a … usurpation of their rights, or that they thought themselves degraded by submitting to it. It appeared to me, on the contrary, that they attach a sort of pride to the voluntary surrender of their own will and make it their boast to bend themselves to the yoke, not to shake it off (DIA 1840, Part III, Chapter XII).

Tocqueville simultaneously applauds women’s free education and ability to choose their own destiny and breathes a sigh of relief as he recounts the choices American women, in fact, make. French women, by contrast, are cloistered in their youth and audacious in marriage; unsurprisingly, a central piece of French republican reforms involved limiting women’s public standing.
 But French feminists continued to insist that it was impossible to subordinate women in the midst of the republican revolution catching fire throughout Europe. 


The cranky feminist haunting both aristocratic and republican circles in France is all but absent in Tocqueville’s America. In his discussion of the pride women take in surrendering their will, Tocqueville barely mentions it: “Such, at least, is the feeling expressed by the most virtuous of their sex,” he writes. “The others are silent; and in the United States it is not the practice for a guilty wife to clamor for the rights of women while she is trampling on her own holiest duties (DIA 1840, Part III, Chapter XII). This is the only mention Tocqueville makes of American feminist agitation—agitation that had been in place since colonial times and only heightened during the Jacksonian era. 


This omission struck Nelson as she was reading Democracy in America for the first time during January Term. As a student of early American women’s history, Nelson had studied feminist activism during and after the American Revolution and Constitutional Convention with Professor Kate Wittenstein. In Nelson’s essay on Tocqueville, she explores Tocqueville’s myopia with regard to feminism. She writes, “A call for reform of ‘female duties’ was brewing [during Tocqueville’s visit to America], yet he fails to mention any displeasure amongst women for their status in society.” Tocqueville goes to great pains to show his French reader how much women enjoy life under coverture, and therefore ignores how, in Nelson’s words, “the nineteenth century encountered several uprisings of women who were not satisfied with what few choices life offered them. These movements led to the Seneca Falls Convention and gave birth to the suffrage movement…. The Free Enquirer began in 1828 and ‘endeavored to open the eyes of the gentler sex to the nature of their situation in society, and to excite their attention to the discovery of some remedy for the unjust disabilities to which law and custom subjected them.’”
 Nelson’s argument about Tocqueville’s partial history—and the primary documents she has located to corroborate this point—provides a missing piece in Locke’s existing work on Tocqueville’s account of American marriage. In fact, when presenting a paper at a symposium on Tocqueville’s Democracy in America at Willamette University (February 2005), Locke was pressed on these very points of American social history. An anonymous reviewer for the journal Political Theory asked Locke to frame Tocqueville’s account of America in the context of his political agenda in republican France—pointing, again, to the very concerns that Nelson’s work brings to the table.
 


Indeed, the French economy of gender and marriage provides an important context for understanding Tocqueville’s praise for the American approach to democracy. Tocqueville, after all, cared very little about American democracy per se; he was investigating America as it pertained to French interests, specifically the confusion and uncertainty surrounding France’s republican future in the aftermath of the 1789 Revolution. French aristocratic women of the eighteenth century were notoriously public—hosting salons, engaging in political protests, and doing so without the supervision or permission of their husbands. French republicans attributed much of the moral wreckage of aristocratic France to the looseness of French women’s morals. So it is indeed very interesting that Tocqueville writes a book for a French audience about the ways in which Americans have made democracy work through some anti-democratic approaches to gender difference and marriage, namely the requirement of modest, sexually pure, and moral women. He says to his readers—at least in part—the success of the democratic experiment in France depends upon the French ability to transform (i.e., subdue) the power of women.

Our Project and Its Anticipated Outcomes


In spite of the obvious richness of Tocqueville’s account of gender and the family as it relates to democratization, the vast literature on Tocqueville as well as democratic and feminist theory has left this relationship unexplored.
 Of the little published work in this area, none pays adequate attention to the historical milieu in which Tocqueville wrote, and our work promises to fill a significant gap in Tocqueville literature and feminist political history.

Our collaboration will explore marriage and gender relations in France and America during the first part of the nineteenth century. We are especially interested in uncovering primary legal and political documents that either support or negate Tocqueville’s “observations” about America. A more rigorous understanding of marriage law and custom in the French context will help us better understand what motivated Tocqueville’s selective account of American women’s contentment. Our research is primarily focused on the uncovering of this missing historical story, and we will devote the first four weeks of our eight-week collaboration to this component of the project. 


Upon completion of an extensive bibliography, collection of primary and secondary sources, and summary of nineteenth-century French and American marriage conventions, we will begin to incorporate this research into our respective works on Tocqueville. The second half of the eight-week period will involve revisions of current essays-in-progress for both Locke and Nelson and reading, commenting on, and suggesting revisions for each other’s manuscripts. Locke will be revising with an eye toward her forthcoming chapter in Feminist Interpretations of Alexis de Tocqueville, (which she is also editing), and Nelson will be focusing on the groundwork for her senior projects in History and Women’s Studies. Nelson will present her senior research at “Explorations in Women’s Studies” in December 2005 (as part of her Women’s Studies major) and she and Locke will co-present their collaboration at the Midwest Political Science Association Annual Meeting (Chicago, Illinois) in April 2006. The research will also become the basis for Nelson’s personal statement, should she pursue PhD work in Women’s History. Indeed, much of Nelson’s interest in this collaboration stems from her desire to do a “dry run” of graduate level research before committing to a graduate program. 


Locke and Nelson both live within ten miles of the University of Minnesota Wilson Library and they plan to meet there every weekday during the eight-week grant period. Locke, an affiliate of the University’s Center for Advanced Feminist Scholarship, has lending privileges at the library. Given the excellence of its PhD programs in both Women’s History and Feminist Studies, the University of Minnesota would be an obvious choice for Nelson’s graduate school career. Developing a working knowledge of the library and its holdings will give her a leg up as she begins a graduate program there or elsewhere. 

PROJECT RELEVANCE TO CAREER ENHANCEMENT

J. Locke


When most of us think of student-faculty research in an undergraduate setting, we picture the photo—ubiquitous in every college admission viewbook—of professor and student, standing side by side, eyes covered with goggles and test tube and beaker before them. Sometimes a telescope or microscope stands in for test tube and beaker, but the trope of student-faculty collaboration has its home in the natural and physical sciences.  As an undergraduate student studying political philosophy and history, I would not have had the first notion about how to collaborate with my professors. I knew that they wrote articles and even books, but it was a mysterious process that occurred in their home offices or while they were on sabbatical. It seemed entirely detached from the classroom experience. 


Unlike my undergraduate professors, I self-consciously connect my scholarship to my teaching and regularly discuss my scholarly interests in the classroom. This semester, for example, I have added Tocqueville’s work on the Ancien Regime to my Modern Classics in Political Thought syllabus. My Tocqueville J-Term seminar grew out of a desire to re-read and have the opportunity to discuss Democracy in America and read the newly-translated Writings on Empire and Slavery for the first time. I often begin a lecture or class discussion with a question I am pondering or struggling with in my own research, and I construct my syllabi in ways that allow me to discuss my scholarly interests with my students. I try to model scholarly thinking and encourage students to see themselves as scholars, rather than students, in my classes. Again and again, students comment on my teaching evaluations that my passion for the material is “infectious” and that I make the texts “come alive” in class. 


Since arriving at Gustavus Adolphus College, I have secured funding to support three assistants (Rebecca Knudsen ’01, Reid Foster ’02, and Heidi Hope ’05) who have helped me with my work on the politics of shame. I have been incredibly impressed by these students’ research skills and tenacity, but I cannot say that our relationships have been collaborations per se. Looking ahead to this project with Nelson, I am most excited about the chance to sit down and discuss the work we read together and to gain her insight into the texts and their significance. This presents a rare opportunity for me; as the only person on campus who works on Tocqueville and early family formation in democracies, it will be a real treat to have Nelson as an interlocutor. Her work in my J-Term class this winter gives me great confidence in her ability to be a first-rate collaborator, and I am anxious to see the direction her own work takes this summer, as well.


My teaching philosophy is guided by my belief that good teaching requires the teacher to let go of his or her control of the classroom and trust the students to engage the texts as scholars in their own right. My third-year reviewer, Mary Dietz (Professor, University of Minnesota), praised me for modeling the Heideggerian practice of “letting learn.” In this spirit, I strive to cultivate three skills in my students’: the ability to read difficult texts with care; the ability to write clearly about these texts; and the ability to pose questions and engage in discussion about the implications of one’s reading. This collaborative opportunity will allow me to take my teaching philosophy to the next step by trusting Nelson’s insights and careful readings and helping her polish the skills she has already begun to master. 

K. Nelson

During my 2005 January Term course on Tocqueville, I became fascinated by Tocqueville’s failure to discuss the American system of coverture—the doctrine of male ownership of women—in his account of women and girls in America.  Having studied coverture in my courses on early American women’s history, I have a longstanding interest in the maintenance of coverture in the context of the American Revolution and the preoccupation with universal rights surrounding the eighteenth century. This proposed project will allow me an opportunity to explore and conduct more extensive research on this subject than is available at Gustavus. I bring to this collaboration a passionate interest in the subject matter, an excitement for research and a strong suit in writing that was recognized when I was a semi-finalist for the National Council of English Teachers' Award during high school. Working with an experienced scholar such as Locke would further my intellectual and professional development, as it would prepare me for my senior Women’s Studies project and study after graduating from Gustavus Adolphus College next May. 

PARTICIPANTS:

Jill Locke is assistant professor of political science at Gustavus Adolphus College, where she teaches the history of political thought, feminist theory and politics, and democratic theory. During the 2005 January Term session, she taught “Alexis de Tocqueville and the Paradoxes of Liberal Democracy,” which grew out of her own research on Tocqueville’s account of nineteenth-century America and its connection to his anxieties about nascent republicanism in France. She has just submitted a book proposal for Feminist Interpretations of Alexis de Tocqueville, to be included in Pennsylvania State Press’s Re-reading the Canon Series. The proposal has received enthusiastic preliminary support from Professor Nancy Tuana, the series editor, and Locke has secured chapter abstracts from twelve contributors—many of whom are leaders in their fields.  The volume will include Professor Locke’s own chapter, “Brides and Brothers: Marriage and Fraternity in Tocqueville’s France and America,” as well as her Introduction, “Gender and the Democratic Regime.” Professor Locke is also completing a monograph, The Politics of Shame: Civic Invisibility and the Craving for Freedom, which will be submitted to Princeton University Press, summer 2005.  Her work has appeared in Theory & Event, Political Theory, The American Political Science Review, and two edited volumes (published by Routledge and University of Minnesota Press). 

Kristen Nelson is a junior at Gustavus Adolphus College, where she is majoring in History and Women’s Studies. She has studied American Women’s History, African-American History, and the Jim Crow South with Professor Kate Wittenstein. This January, she took Professor Locke’s course, “Tocqueville and the Paradoxes of Liberal Democracy.”  Her final paper, “Tocqueville, Marriage, and the Women’s Movement,” examined historical accounts of 1830s America in order to compare them to Tocqueville’s characterization of American young women as independently-minded and well-educated.  Nelson loves researching primary documents as well as secondary literature on women’s history and has a keen eye for historical detail and its normative dimensions. She is considering PhD work in American Women’s History with a special eye toward the system of coverture and the aftermath of it. She is also interested in the paradoxical dimensions of the American Revolution, namely the exclusion of women’s rights in the context of a post-colonial discourse of freedom, equality, and autonomy.

� Jill Locke, “Brides and Brothers: Fraternity and the Marital Covenant in Tocqueville’s Democracy in America,” unpublished work in progress.


� The imperious nature of French aristocratic women is a recurring theme in French republican thought. This “maitresse imperieuse” haunts Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s writings and is prevalent in the secondary literature on Rousseau and republicanism. Among others, see Joan Landes, Women and the Public Sphere in the Age of the French Revolution (Ithaca: Cornell, 1988) and Linda Zerilli, Signifying Woman: Culture and Chaos in Rousseau, Burke, and Mill (Ithaca: Cornell, 1994). 


� The French Revolutionary Constitution of 1791 refused citizen rights to women, and the Society of Revolutionary Republican Women was declared an enemy of the Revolution and illegal in 1793. See Landes (above).


� Kristen Nelson, “Tocqueville, Marriage, and the Women’s Movement,” unpublished paper submitted as final project for “Tocqueville and the Paradoxes of Liberal Democracy,” Gustavus Adolphus College January Term, 2005. 


� Nelson writes, “Tocqueville wrote Democracy in America for a French audience that he desired to reform. This fact explains much of the faults of his writing. Tocqueville aspired to allow French women slightly more freedom, which in his opinion would create a stronger family and reduce extra-marital affairs. However, he needed to assure the French men that if their daughters were not as sheltered, they would continue to both submit to and would not challenge men in adulthood.”


� An important exception is Laura Janara’s compelling psychoanalytic account of gender and the family in Democracy in America. This psychoanalytic approach, however, is almost entirely devoid of historical perspective. See Democracy Growing Up: Authority, Autonomy, and Passion in  Tocqueville’s Democracy in America (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002). 





