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Introduction

Baron de Montlezun, an ultra-royalist who had of course disapproved of the French Revolution but who also was displeased by the character of French society under the restored Bourbon, Louis XVIII, made a voyage to the West Indies and to the United States. While in America, he viewed the people, the society, and the democratic government with a disgust and contempt that on the whole was typical of his class. He published a book in 1818 that recorded his impressions of the country; the portion reprinted here reveals the kind of attitude that so disturbed American nationalists.

Source:

Voyage fait dans les années 1816 et 1817, de New-York à la Nouvelle-Orléans, etc., etc., Paris, 1818 [TWA, pp. 128–131].

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Philadelphia is no more gay than last year. It seemed to me there were fewer strangers and less trade. As in the other American cities, most of the women wore black, no doubt so as not to vary the endless monotony of the country.

The women spend their days shopping; that is their favorite occupation. The men who are not now fully occupied with business hardly know what to do with their time. Almost all the Frenchmen one meets here, merchants, traders, and travelers, are infected with revolutionary poison. The natives, with a few exceptions among those who have seen European society, are strongly democratic.

Their zealotry, although in appearance everywhere, is, however, genuine only in the lower classes; everyone agrees that there is great hypocrisy in the upper. Men in the United States are, so to speak, compelled to adopt a certain outward humility from the fear of being suspected of a deficiency in republican principles. Any man may be compelled to prove in a disagreeable manner that the lowest individual in the lowest class has the same rights as he. The result is that the highest social classes, whether by rank or fortune, act with a certain air of restraint, nature being the same everywhere and the same causes producing the same effects, particularly when it comes to such natural human sentiments as pride and pomp.

The further result is that the women are deprived of the possibility of satisfying their immense vanity by the disdainful countenances and the superior air of their husbands and of the people with whom they appear in public. Not being able to stifle that passion, they trample under foot their modesty, that irresistible charm with which nature endowed them, and assume a masculine, severe, haughty air. Their natural graces disappear beneath the severity of their appearance and the affectation of male manners, as ridiculous as disgusting. This is to say nothing of the fact that they are generally thin and ugly, with enormous feet, an attribute of the lower classes which wealth cannot alter in one or two generations and which often gives away the low birth of respectable persons.

People of good birth (an advantage praised by Homer, and before Homer, and destined to be praised to the end of the world) have larger fortunes than the traders, have dignity and knowledge unattainable by those who spend all their time in the pursuit of profits and the calculation of interests. In addition, the wellborn are generally physically superior, more urbane, more polished, and have a better tone. Yet they seem so often simple and unpretentious as to stand out by that alone.

The cause is simple. The esteem they enjoy has deep roots, nourished through centuries. It is so well established and so undisputed that it gives birth to a modesty that causes those who witness it to be lavish in devotion with which they would have been miserly had it been demanded of them.

By contrast, when money alone raises us above the common herd, into which we may relapse at the slightest accident and from which fortune may raise the most obscure to our own level, the result is a ridiculous arrogance by which we accord to ourselves that which no one else will accord to us. And in this case, the obstacles, multiplied and increased, offend those who encounter them, harden their hearts, and make of them the most detestable individuals that society can possibly be infested with.

In New York in the middle of October winter descends upon us. My eyes, accustomed to the blueness of Southern skies, can hardly adjust themselves to the clouds that roll in from the sea. While the wise man devotes himself to his studies under his solitary roof, society gathers itself, coteries form, the idle are themselves again. Boxes fill up, Cupid unlooses his arrows, passions clash, the public places are full, the crowd sounds its bells, and stupidity tricked out in triangles and squares, in ribbons and in gravely ridiculous toys, draws a prolific breath, and, blindfolded, aspires to the honor of producing light; a miserable opaque mass surrounded by the blackest shadows!

In this country, where the word liberty never is omitted in conversation, there is the greatest tyranny of opinion; that is, of political opinion, for that is the only kind that seems important. You are pursued by such talk for twenty-seven years, you flee from Europe to escape it, and you fall here into a veritable whirlpool of it. You try hard to call off the hounds, speak vaguely, and turn away the conversation, but it always comes back. Good taste, bad taste, they must absolutely know if you are for the Federalists or for the Democrats. Are you convinced the American sailors will whip the English? Does your heart bleed for the independence of the Latin-American colonies or do you think it unjust to interfere in that quarrel? Can you doubt that the United States in twenty-five years will have a population of 40 million, and be the first country in the world? At the slightest deviation from the line of the fanatics, you are a marked man. You will be met coldly, the rules of politeness will be suspended in your case, and you will encounter unexpected reverses in your business, the origin of which only the inexperienced would find it difficult to guess.

Ease here is only superficial, but misery shows itself in all reality in its most hideous form. Yesterday, a white woman, nude on one side to the waist, sat on the sidewalk near Broadway exposing her sores to the view of the public and begging for alms. This country is hard and difficult, as much from a disgraceful climate, from its sandy soil, as from the disposition of almost all its inhabitants. One finds here some people distinguished by education, culture, politeness, and knowledge of how to live; but the number is infinitely small. …

The dominant character of Americans is arrogance carried to an extreme by various causes. In the case of most, lack of education is the root. Others know the political impotence of their country and moreover know the opinion that Europeans have of them because of their recent origin. These people can have no illusions about themselves. Their self-love is thus deeply wounded, and since nothing can wipe out this recollection or remedy this illness, this arrogance, born of desperation, is easily imitated by the people and inoculated among them by a crass ignorance. To arrogance is joined a great deal of superstition and fanaticism, of grandiloquent words about the rights of man and of the people, although slavery flourishes in most of their country; and declamations without end against tyrants and nobles, although there are none as bad as among them and although the aristocracy of riches, acquired God knows how, affects the most ridiculous pretensions. Joined to that is also a pronounced intolerance, a propensity for masonic stupidities and foolishness, a continual turgidity, a vanity born of the idea of their own merit and of the pretended superiority of a clownish population made up of odds and ends, of blacks, of yellows, and of whites, of European adventurers and their obscure descendants, scattered over a wretched land stolen from the peaceful Indian peoples. And all that is supported by an army of 10,000 raw troops, a navy of eight or ten frigates, three ships of the line, and some brigs of war, no forts, provinces open to attack from every side. Yet the end result is an insatiable greed that satisfies itself at no matter what cost, a ridiculous presumption, a self-love that is more than comic. There you have a picture of the Americans and of their country.
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