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The purpose of this article is to elucidate the Swedish postwar educational landscape 
by reactivating the French diplomat and proto sociologist Alexis de Tocqueville’s 
re"ections on the promises and challenges of democratic society. Writing in the ini-
tial stages of the developing modern society, he addressed challenges of a fundamen-
tal character that I maintain can open up new perspectives on the changes of pre-
university education from 1945 until today. I activate four closely intertwined ideas 
from his re"ections on democratic society in De la démocratie en Amérique and expound 
how these analytical categories can be mobilised to discern hitherto overseen aspects 
of the political reforms around 1990. I emphasise in particular how Tocqueville’s 
re"ections on a speci#c form of individual-centred equality can enhance our under-
standing of how a neoliberal logic permeated the educational sphere in particular – 
and political life more generally – from the 1990s onwards.
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When the reforms of the Swedish educational system were launched soon 
after the Second World War, an essential ambition was to create a more 
democratic and equal school.1 Besides the economic reasons of making it 
more e/cient, a key motive behind the reforms was to create more equal 
opportunities for all pupils, independently of their social background. The 
period was, according to the dominant historiography, later interrupted 
by a number of policy changes around the 1990s – most notably the 
 introduction of a voucher system, the delegation of responsibility from 
state to municipalities, as well as the facilitation of starting private schools 
– described as expressions of a “system change”.2 Considered as such, it is 
often related to a neoliberalisation of Swedish politics more generally.3 

For all the merits of this narrative of a rupture, it obscures a dimension 
of the policy changes that I maintain have been crucial. Drawing on 
 previous analyses of educational policies, I will reactivate Tocqueville’s 
analysis of the role of equality in modern society and argue that his re"ec-
tions on the burgeoning modern society enable new and fertile ways of 
understanding the dynamics of this period of “continuous educational 
reforms”.4 The purpose of the study is thus to discuss how and why some 
of the central strands in his re"ections on democratic society can elucidate 
certain aspects of the transformations of the Swedish postwar educa-
tional landscape that have hitherto been overlooked. 

The paper will proceed as follows: in the #rst section, the background 
against which Tocqueville wrote is brie"y presented, as well as why and 
how his analysis remains relevant for understanding postwar society. In 
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the second section, I give an outline of the relevant themes. In the third 
section, I present the relevant Tocquevillian themes via four analytical 
categories: (i) democratic epistemology; (ii) opinion replacing authority: 
the transhistorical premise; (iii) temporal provincialism; and (iv) a shift 
from social to natural bonds. In the fourth section, I open with a brief 
account of the dominant interpretations of the policy changes around 
1990, whereupon the categories are activated. In the concluding section, 
I summarise and discuss the further implications of my #ndings.  

I argue that a speci#c form of imagined [imaginaire] equality has been 
a crucial ideological component of the reforms, propelling a dismantling 
of di3erent forms of substantial ideals in the form of qualitative distinc-
tions, most notably manifested by disparaging the transmission of a given 
content and in nourishing a new role for teachers. By qualitative di3er-
ences, I refer to structuring ideals that transcend the individualist values 
of self-determination and positive rights.5 In virtue of representing some-
thing other vis-à-vis the individual, I shall refer to this shift as the wither-
ing of alterity as a structuring ideal in educational policies. To this end, I 
will show that in reactivating particular Tocquevillian themes it is  possible 
to discern and delineate these major changes in the postwar education 
system.

Concomitant with this structuring ideal of equality has been – and 
remains – a predominantly negative ideal of liberty, whereby liberty is 
conceived of as the exercise of the unimpeded individual will, both of 
which are intertwined with a predominant focus on the present (at the 
expense of both past and future as structuring time horizons). This post-
war educational impulse has indirectly facilitated a privatisation of the 
educational sphere.6 Via the Tocquevillian categories outlined, I will argue 
that central tenets of the postwar equality-promoting impulse prepared 
the ground for the subsequent (from 2006 onwards) and explicit admoni-
tion to address the pupil as an “entrepreneur of himself”.7   

The relevance of Tocqueville (i)

From our horizon, with the postwar political landscape and the reforms 
around 1990 in focus, the questions with which Tocqueville struggled are 
pertinent for at least two reasons. First of all, like most of his contem-
poraries, Tocqueville was anxious about what the French philosopher 
Frédéric Brahami has described as a “shared sentiment of an o"ense made 
against time of the Revolution”.8 The revolution was experienced not only 
as an institutional and moral revolution, but also as an action where men 
attempted to become “constructers of time” rather than being in time.9 A 
crucial dimension of Tocqueville’s critique of the process of  democratisation 
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was that this would tend to dis-embed individuals and to foment an in-
creasingly abstract idea of the individual, denying the society and tradi-
tions that preceded her.10 During the postwar period, this dimension has, 
I maintain, become alarmingly topical with the attempt to democratise 
the educational system.  

The second reason goes back to the political gaze orienting his re"ec-
tions. Just as the anthropologist, moving from one cultural sphere to 
another, can see things that pass unnoticed by those immersed in it, so 
we can unveil and/or further our understanding of our society by dint of 
approaching it via a time-bound outsider struggling with the phenomena 
as they emerged.11 In virtue of operating “in-between two worlds”, root-
ed in the old world but restlessly curious about the new one emerging in 
front of him, Tocqueville was well placed to do this.12 It is against this 
backdrop that I hold that Tocqueville’s re"ections on the modern form of 
equality, and its relationship to individualism, are of relevance for under-
standing our late modern condition. 

The process of democratisation: 
some preliminary remarks (ii)

It was after having been sent to USA on behalf of the French government 
to write a report on their penitentiary system that Tocqueville undertook 
the work that would lead to De la démocratie en Amérique, undoubtedly his 
most famous work. Although discussing his experiences in the USA, the 
purpose was not primarily to provide an image of the USA as a case study 
in itself; Tocqueville’s ambition was to approach North America in order 
to get an idea of what to expect – and fear – from the process of democra-
tisation also in Europe. As he writes in the introduction to book one:

[T]here I have looked for an image of democracy itself, of its penchants, 
of its character, its prejudices, its passions; I wanted to get to know it, if 
only at least to understand what we can hope for and fear from it.13

Two essential concepts, de#ned in slightly unorthodox ways, in his thought 
are democracy and equality. In contrast to the classical tradition, demo-
cracy does not here refer to a regime in the Aristotelian sense.14 Instead, 
democracy is de#ned as a social state of society, a form of structuring 
pattern.15 Drawing on Montesquieu’s idea that each regime has its prin-
ciple, Tocqueville argues that the speci#city of the democratic age is that 
equality is the superior principle, or passion, inspiring people to act.16 

Equality, or equality of conditions, is not de#ned in any consistent way 
in De la Démocratie en Amérique. On the one hand, in the opening pages of 
book one Tocqueville asks rhetorically: 
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[…] after having destroyed feudality and vanquished the kings, will 
 democracy retreat in the face of the bourgeoisie and the rich? Will it stop 
now that it has become so strong and the adversaries so weak?17

 
Then, in book two, published #ve years later (1840), he indicates that 
there are clear di3erences between rich and poor people in the USA, and 
that the emerging industrial class could develop into a new elite.18 And, 
he continues, should some people have the “misfortune of arriving” at a 
condition “of perfect equality”, there would still be “inequality of intel-
ligences, which, coming directly from God, will always elude the laws”.19 
Moreover, although indicating an awareness, he did not explicitly take on 
what Raymond Aron a century later would refer to as the dialectics of 
equality, i.e. the complex interplay in modern society between the desi-
deratum of equality and the hierarchical order that a high level of produc-
tivity seems to imply.20 How to understand his idea of equality and its role 
in history therefore remains a matter of debate.21 

As an operative de#nition for the purpose of this article, I will draw on 
the French philosopher Marcel Gauchet, who – in “Tocqueville, l’Amérique 
et nous” – de#nes equality of conditions (in Tocqueville’s thought) as a 
structure. In this light, equality is not  

[…] discernible in itself, within each and every one of them [the indivi-
duals] taken by itself. It rests on the socially de#ned way in which they 
meet and situate one against the other – on the structure of a relation that 
determines them […]22

      
Equality will thus, as Tocqueville himself puts it, be de#ned as a “sort of 
imagined [imaginaire] equality, in spite of the real inequality of their [the 
citizens’] conditions”; a structuring principle, inculcating among its mem-
bers the idea that they are similar.23 As such, it must be distinguished both 
from “formal” equality (before the law, etc.) and distributive or “real” 
economic equality. Preceding hierarchical societies had been organised 
around an explicit, collective, normative structuring ideal, serving to 
 integrate “society with reference to its values”, and as such to something 
other than the individual.24 Another way to think of the structuring idea 
of the semblable is therefore to understand it as the evanescence of, in 
 accordance with how I de#ned it above, alterity as a principle around 
which society is ordered. Due to the rise of the absolutist state in Europe, 
subjects were continuously suppressed under an ever-stronger state:

Under l’Ancien régime like in our times, there did not exist a city, borough, 
countryside, village, not even a small hamlet in France, hospital, fabric, 
convent or college, that could have an independent say in its speci#c a3airs, 
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and in the administration of its own possessions. Then as well as now, the 
administration thus held the French in tutelage, and if the insolence of the 
word had not yet been created, one had at least the thing.25 

The speci#c trait of democratic society is thus its successive elimination 
of qualitative hierarchical structures.26 As the order of similarity progres-
sed, new #elds were – and are – successively included; it is in this light that 
Tocqueville’s thought, or so I maintain, becomes apposite for our under-
standing of the postwar educational changes and how they tie in with the 
reforms around 1990. 

Indissolubly intertwined with this all-encompassing ideal of equality 
is, according to Tocqueville, each individual’s enhanced focus on herself. 
In order to clarify the di3erence, he makes a distinction between egoism 
and individualism. Whereas the egoistic propensity to an exaggerated love 
of oneself was not unfamiliar to earlier societies, individualism is de#ned 
as the “re"ected and calm sentiment that disposes each citizen to isolate” 
herself from her co-citizens.27 While analytically distinguishable, the latter 
will not leave the former untainted; soon, individualism will tend to 
 undermine the political virtues, which depend for their survival on a 
mediating instance between the separate individuals. With time, it will 
therefore also hinder the development of other virtues, and thus, by exten-
sion, breed egoism as well.28 To the extent that these forces are not coun-
tered by appropriate means, they run the risk of also back#ring against 
the most fervent advocates of an unfettered individual:

When the conditions are equal, each person voluntarily isolates within 
herself and forgets the public world. If the legislators among democratic 
peoples do not make any e3ort to counterbalance this fatal tendency, or 
favour it with the intention to reroute the citizens from political passions 
and thus divert them from revolutions, it might be that they end up 
 producing the evil that they wanted to avoid, and that one day the moment 
comes where the disordered passion of a few men, helped by the unintel-
ligent egoism and pusillanimity of the majority, ends up constraining the 
political body to undergo strange vicissitudes.29 

For Tocqueville, it is nevertheless crucial that it is the latter – i.e. indivi-
dualism – that is deemed to be intrinsically intertwined with democratic 
society.  

Four dimensions of the process of democratisation (iii)

Democratic epistemology (i). The #rst aspect to which I would like to draw 
attention is Tocqueville’s re"ections on the prevalent “philosophical meth-
od” of men in democratic society. Method must here not be understood 
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as a speci#c re"exive way of orienting in the world; rather it should be 
understood as the implicit fashion in which individuals approach the 
world. The characteristic way in which people will tend to approach the 
world in democratic societies should, he continues, be seen in light of their 
strong belief in their own capacities; conversely, they will exhibit an equal-
ly limited trust in other persons. As pointed out, one of the linchpins of 
Tocqueville’s sociological theory is how the non-hierarchical imagined 
equality in democratic society is concomitant with an impulse among its 
citizens to retreat into themselves. On the relation between the two 
 dimensions, he writes that:30 

[…] not seeing in any of them [the other citizens] the signs of any gran-
diosity or incontestable superiority, [they] are incessantly driven back to 
their own reason as the most visible and closest source of the truth. It is 
thus not only con#dence as such that is destroyed, but the very taste for 
taking a man whomever at his word.31 

Closely connected to this strong belief in one’s own abilities is the demo-
cratic penchant for the concrete and practical, for non-abstract thinking. 
In order to get to the point, so to speak, democratic men will be particu-
larly keen to get rid of anything that will keep them separated from the 
object at hand – theories included. This will tend to make them deeply 
hostile to abstract thoughts, considering them to be “useless and bother-
some veils placed between them and the truth”.32 Similar ideas come to 
the fore in Tocqueville’s re"ections on the sciences, which he believes will 
be strongly biased vis-à-vis “the tangible and real”, and to be “inversely 
contemptuous towards traditions and forms”.33 

Along the same lines, he discerns two ways of approaching the sciences. 
One is practically oriented, structured by instrumentalism and mercantile 
considerations, whereas the other is disinterested, pursuing truth as an 
end itself.34 The preference that men in democratic society have for the 
former is, in Tocqueville’s own words, explained by the fact that they are 
“greedy for material and present pleasures […] always unhappy with the 
position that they occupy”.35 Besides this explanation, which in evoking 
materialism as the explanans seems to be question begging, I would want 
to adduce another, more Tocquevillian, justi#cation.36 

For an individual approaching science from this “democratic” starting 
point, it will be easier to submit to a cognitive framework clearly related 
to an immediately experienced interest than to a theory demanding sub-
mission “merely” for the sake of understanding. It will be harder because 
it demands submission to a non-discernible and arguably non-existent 
concrete goal, but rather an abstract #nality in the form of a backcloth to 
orient against, which in its essence implies a lack on the part of the person 
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seeking it.37 In virtue of representing something beyond the con#nes of 
the individual and her immediate interests, and as such representing 
 otherness, it is therefore much more unlikely to penetrate and compel 
individuals in democratic society.

Opinion replacing authority: the transhistorical premise (ii). In spite of the 
predilection for democratic epistemology, Tocqueville continues, no one 
can live a life entirely based on their own experiences. Anyone who  actually 
tried to empirically #nd out for herself how to act in each and every 
 situation would render her reason increasingly weaker, restraining her 
from plumbing the depths of any issue.38 

In democratic societies, as in all other societies, people will, in con-
sequence, inevitably also rely on preformed judgements. But rather than 
believing in what this or that concrete person professes – unwilling to be 
subject to any concrete equal – they will instead tend to let their actions 
be inspired by opinion, and this with a fervour analogous to the high 
 esteem in which they hold their own belief.39 Faced with the sum of a large, 
abstract and unde#ned number of equals, the insigni#cance of the indi-
vidual now becomes as overwhelming as her corresponding belief in her 
own forces. Hence, the very same impulse that triggered her not to take 
anything on trust from a concrete authority also, in accordance with the 
same logic, invites her to believe all the more strongly in the opinion.40 
This leads Tocqueville to conclude that: 

In equality, I can clearly see two di3erent tendencies: one directs the mind 
of each man towards new thoughts, whereas the other one would happily 
reduce him to not think further.41   

The individualism that democratic society renders possible must therefore 
be considered primarily as a challenge, a window of opportunity, rather 
than as an accomplished fact. In order to make this thought more  concrete, 
we could say that the sceptical attitude towards authorities in democratic 
society must not be confused with all individuals’ inevitable dependency 
on exterior sources of inspiration: 

Individual independence can be more or less extended; it could never be 
without limits. Thus, the question is not whether there exists an intellec-
tual authority in the ages of democracy, but simply where it resides and by 
what standard it is to be measured.42 

Temporal provincialism (iii). A further consequence of the democratic episte-
mology is, Tocqueville notes, the temporal breaches that this will tend to 
trigger. Increasingly trusting in their own beliefs here and now,  individuals 
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in democratic society will be less interested in and prone to draw from 
what has been thought and done.43 Besides the aversion towards concrete 
authorities, we ought therefore also to add an enhanced temporal dis-
tance.44 The individualism nourished by democratic society is thus inter-
dependent with what could be called a contraction of temporal horizons, 
diminishing both past and future to the advantage of the present:

In this way, democracy does not only make each man forget his forbears 
but hides his descendants from him and separates him from his contem-
poraries; it drives him incessantly back into himself and threatens to lock 
him up entirely in the solitude of his own heart.45    

This drift towards an ever-greater provincialism of time can, furthermore, 
be related to how a given society is conceptualised.46 In conformity with 
the unwillingness to submit to concrete authorities, individuals in demo-
cratic societies will be equally reluctant to be fettered by the shackles of 
invented traditions. The narrowing time horizon and increased indivi-
dualism therefore seem to be mutually reinforcing. Again, this does not 
imply that individuals will cease to interact with each other; rather it will 
trigger new forms of relating to others: from common beliefs and ideals, 
to bonds knitted via mutual interests. Finally, it should be emphasised 
that the envisioned contraction towards the present is on the level of the 
content of Tocqueville’s re"ections, not the structure of his thought more 
generally, which is #rmly rooted in the emerging historicist vision of the 
world.47

From conventional to natural bonds (iv). Another aspect of democratic soci-
eties is what the author of l’Ancien régime et la révolution française refers to 
as the softening of mores: on a societal level in general and in the family 
in particular. Although the democratic energies dissolve convention-based 
social bonds, they strengthen others, in particular bonds between family 
members. While they promote a general softening of discipline, they will 
also tend to be infused with energies they previously did not have at their 
disposal.48 This could be described as a form of de-conventionalisation of 
upbringing, where previous norms are replaced by less rigid and more 
tender forms of educating children. This, concludes the author, is in line 
with a more encompassing shift taking place in democratic societies: 
“Democracy loosens the social bonds, but it tightens the natural bonds. 
It brings family members closer at the same time that it separates citi-
zens”; and this, he adds, could be considered a summary not only of the 
actual chapter ‘The in"uence of democracy over the family’, but of a 
number of others as well.49  
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It thus follows that the categories operate on two di3erent levels. 
Whereas (i) the democratic epistemology, (iii) the temporal provincial-
ism, and (iv) the shift from conventional to natural bonds are historical 
categories, the second theme (ii) opinion replacing authority: the transh-
istorical premise, as indicated, is of another kind. As such, the latter will 
in the subsequent application of the categories be employed in a some-
what di3erent fashion, serving as a form of underlying condition in con-
trast to the historical categories. 

Tocqueville, individualism 
and the challenge of democratic education (iv)

Postwar educational policies in Sweden are often divided into two general 
periods.50 The #rst, dominated by the strong in"uence of the Social 
 Democratic Party, aimed at promoting a more democratic and equal edu-
cational system. Clear manifestations can be seen in the Comprehensive 
School reform (enhetsskolan) in 1962 and the attempts to democratise 
the school’s inner life. This period was then interrupted by a number of 
policy changes around the 1990s described as expressions of a “system 
change”.51 

The reforms referred to are primarily the introduction of a voucher 
system as well as the delegation of responsibility from the state to the 
municipalities. As many studies have shown, these reforms spurred a 
 development towards a more user- and market-oriented school system.52 
A second important change during the 1990s was the shift towards 
 management by objectives, which in turn forms part of a more general 
reorientation under the in"uence of New Public Management in Swedish 
politics.53 During the same period, a discursive shift took place wherein 
education was successively replaced by learning as a key term in central 
policy documents. This is a shift that the educational philosopher Gert 
Biesta relates to the marketisation of the educational system.54 These 
changes notwithstanding, politically signi#cant – and often overlooked 
– signs of continuity are also identi#able. 

The paramount aim with the democratisation of the educational system 
during the postwar period was to replace the existing school system, which 
was based on two, strongly class-biased, pathways – “a class society in 
miniature” – with one school: the Comprehensive School.55 The ambition 
was to change not just the forms of education, but the inner life of schools 
as well; the “school of authority” would now, the commissioners argued, 
be replaced by the “school of activities”.56 Deterred by the experiences in 
the totalitarian states and determined to further the democratisation of 
Swedish society, the 1946 School Commission declared that the coming 
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educational reform should aim at not only re"ecting the democratic 
 society, but also creating a “democratisation of the school system” itself.57

As earlier research has shown, the decentralisation launched with the 
1989 bill, transferring the lion’s share of the responsibility for schools 
from the state to municipalities, was in signi#cant respects the  culmination 
of a trend that stretched back to the 1970s.58 The critique vis-à-vis the 
centralist state was a crucial aspect of social criticism in 1968, which in im-
portant respects shaped political life in the 1970s. One of the suggested 
reforms was a decentralisation of decision-making in order to bring pow-
er closer to the citizens, thus furthering the process of democratisation 
– including the educational system.59 But as we shall see, the decentralisa-
tion was not the only crucial strand of continuity between the postwar 
policy changes and the reforms around 1990.60 

To Tocqueville, one of the characteristic traits of the emerging demo-
cratic society was what he referred to as de-conventionalisation of up-
bringing (iv), in which hitherto dominant practices were replaced by more 
"exible and tender forms of educating the child. During the postwar 
 period, a number of reforms were realised that could – and should – be 
seen as manifestations of this. In order to avoid reproducing the previous 
parallel school system, where di3erences between teachers in various 
school forms were signi#cant, measures were taken to diminish  di3erences 
between various teacher categories. Policy documents reveal an ambition 
to diminish di3erences between teachers on various levels (varying from 
teaching pupils between 5-19 years). Therefore, wrote the commissioners 
of 1946, the “teacher’s training should to a large degree be made common 
for all categories of teachers”.61 Moreover, the suggested colleges for 
teacher training were expected to serve as an institutional materialisation 
of the democratic school; they should become a “breeding ground for 
progressive pedagogics”.62 In relevant respects, this ambition culminated 
in the teacher training reform of 2001, where teachers on all levels fol-
lowed all teacher-speci#c courses together.63 In contrast to the previous 
structuring ideas, where the public educational system was thought of as 
an institution introducing pupils to a convention-based public world, 
further initiatives were now taken to adapt school to the pupils’  experiences, 
thereby making it more home-like and natural (from the perspective of 
pupils that is). 

Besides the ambition to make uniform di3erent teacher categories, a 
further objective was to reduce teachers’ authority and to increasingly 
delegate more and more decisions to pupils. The teachers were, moreover, 
exhorted to further include the experiences with which pupils came to 
school.64 As the commissioners put it in a report on the changing role of 
teachers in the emerging school, their role will “become more supporting 
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and stimulating rather than directly transferring knowledge”.65  Authority, 
write the Social Democratic government representatives in the teachers’ 
training bill of 1999/2000, is “something that one procures in a demo-
cratic process”.66 Along the same lines are the summons to decrease the 
gap between di3erent stages in school, to prioritise caring aspects in 
school, and the strong critique of grading.67 

Tocqueville claims that natural bonds will tend to strengthen, whereas 
citizens concurrently will distance themselves from one another. In spite 
of the proclaimed e3orts to further deepen the democratisation of the 
educational system, I would argue that the above-mentioned changes 
indicate an indirect sapping of belief in common institutions, which 
 depend on convention-based ways of inter-individual coalescence. The 
tendency worked indirectly by undermining the role of teachers as trans-
mitters, and as such the representatives of common institutions, vis-à-vis 
the pupils and their parents.68 Another way to present these changes is to 
describe them as a political shift undermining the arti#cially constructed 
idea of a political community in the name of democratic equality. In 
adapting school to the private experiences with which pupils arrive, the 
school as an arena in which pupils are prepared for life in the public sphere 
(incarnated by the authority of the teacher) was undermined.69 

Returning to the initially de#ned de#nition of equality, this can be 
described as the ideal of the imagined equal serving to undermine the 
normative basis on which a shared political order could justify and impose 
itself. It is in this sense, I argue, that it is motivated to speak of a shift of 
emphasis from the arti#cially instituted public institutions, to the admoni-
tion of a more home-like and intimate approach among teachers and  others 
employed in schools.70 To be sure, the ambition was not to intentionally 
“privatise” the educational system, but rather to make it a more familiar 
and welcoming place, particularly for those coming from non-academic 
homes. Thus, when New Public Management entered Swedish political 
life in the 1990s, the manifest economism in which it was immersed might 
have been a novelty, but the sapping of the school qua institution articulat-
ing/reproducing the public realm had been prepared well in advance.71 
And as for the promoted role of the teacher during the 1990s, it was only 
further driven towards the democratic ideals sketched above.72 

The second aspect that I would like to highlight is related to the in-
creased ephemerality of the content declared in the policy documents, or 
the time-bound provincialisation (iii) that I argue took place during the 
period.73 In a world where, as it was claimed in a number of policy docu-
ments, the knowledge of today runs the risk of being outdated tomorrow, 
it is all the more important that pupils improve their learning techniques 
rather than simply internalise a given content.74 This shift towards  learning 
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how to learn is neatly captured in the introduction of knowledge as a verb, 
“to knowledge” (kunskapa), in policy documents in the 1990s.75 As the 
professor of pedagogics Ingrid Carlgren puts it in her contribution on the 
new concept of knowledge in the report of 1992, it is: 

[…] neither something outward nor inward, outside of man, nor something 
inward, inside of the individual, but rather something that rests in-between 
the individual and the surroundings. An important part of these surroun-
dings are other humans, the social context in which knowledge is com-
municated within language.76 

This shift of emphasis, or so I maintain, further strengthens the  expansion 
of the present at the expense of past (forbears) and future (descendants).77 
As the belief in the relevance of a particular content and the transmitting 
teacher diminished, so too did both past and future as balancing temporal 
horizons. The past was directly undermined by the questioning of a spe-
ci#c content, as the democratic teacher as an ideal implied a strong belief 
in the pupil’s own re"ective forces in the present. As it is formulated in 
the report concerning the teacher in the new democratic school, teachers 
should provide pupils with a framework for “self-realisation, being- 
together-experiences and shared solidary work in the present”.78 It thus 
appears as if the downplaying of temporal continuity vis-à-vis the past 
successively spilled over and undercut teachers’ legitimacy to exercise an 
in"uence on the child’s long-term interest. This shift was reinforced by 
the pupils’ proclaimed right to exercise a greater in"uence and the idea of 
inviting them to practice democracy in school.79

Nevertheless, it would be naïve to believe that any individual had the 
cognitive forces to get by without relying on preformed judgements. The 
sceptical attitude towards explicit authorities does not, as emphasised in 
the second theme (opinion replacing authority: the transhistorical prem-
ise), inhibit individuals from relying on exterior sources. As Tocqueville 
argues, opinion will replace the role of exterior, concrete authorities. 
Clearly, these re"ections are not directly applicable in comprehending the 
changes in the educational system. Still, it is not di/cult to imagine how 
peer pressure among pupils could roughly be compared to Tocqueville’s 
opinion; as the formalised authorities withdraw, informal sources of in-
"uence expand.80 As such, it is an illustrative example of how the ideology 
of independence changes the conditions of our socialisation, but not, to 
be sure, our social conditioning itself – our dependency on some form of 
exterior in"uence is a transhistorical category. 

The fourth and #nal aspect that I wish to address goes back to the #rst 
category and the changing ways in which the individual pupil was con-
ceived during the period. A salient characteristic of the educational poli-
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cies during the postwar period was that of enhanced individualisation.81 
To some extent, this was an inevitable dimension of the argumentation 
in favour of the Comprehensive School, serving as a riposte to those 
claiming that it would have levelling consequences. Indeed, the Swedish 
educational historian Gunnar Richardson even claims that it was a sine 
qua non for the reform.82 The very structure of the new school thus embed-
ded an individualising tendency into itself, making this one of its de#ning 
characteristics. One of many manifestations of this was the proliferation 
of the Deweyan method of “learning by doing”.83 And although this meth-
od stretches far back to the 1940s (in Swedish policy documents), there 
are clear signs of its intensi#cation during the 1970s. One example in this 
regard was that earlier counter-weights, such as the importance of incul-
cating a sensibility for cultural heritage, disappeared from the relevant 
policy documents.84 

A further example can be found in the handing over of in"uence to 
pupils in order to prepare them for democratic citizenship. In the same 
vein, but addressing di3erent problems, were the instructions to further 
adapt school practices to accommodate the experiences that pupils 
brought with them to school. As the Social Democratic Government put 
it in the bill “on the inner work of the school”: 

The point of departure for the propositions is that municipalities and se-
parate school units in the municipality should be given opportunities to 
adapt teaching to the pupils or group of pupils’ needs […] The school 
should to a larger degree than is currently the case endeavour to implement 
a way of working that relates to the reality of pupils.85

These changes, aiming at furthering the unfettered free development of 
the individual, should be understood as partly motivated by the political 
conviction of further emancipating the individual, and thereby enhancing 
equality.86 

The dimension of Tocqueville’s thought that I have referred to as dem-
ocratic epistemology is primarily depicted as an impulse operating with-
in each individual; it is a socially induced attitude that is fed to people in 
democratic societies at an early stage. Clearly, there is a di3erence in 
degree between this phenomenon and the shifts outlined in this section. 
What Tocqueville described as a socialised way of being had, in the post-
war educational policy, been raised to a central policy aim – an o/cially 
promoted ideology.87 As such, elevated from a spontaneous order of inter-
action to a decree, it should, I maintain, be thought of as the epitome of 
the Tocquevillian themes outlined herein. How it can be "eshed out and 
understood from a broader political-philosophical perspective is the sub-
ject of the concluding section.
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Alterity, individualism and pointillistic liberty (v)

In reactivating Tocqueville’s re"ections on democratic equality, I have 
sought to extract some strands of continuity in the Swedish postwar 
 political landscape that have gone relatively unnoticed until now. Via the 
four categories, I have argued that a number of politically relevant facets 
of the educational reforms can be understood as, at least partly, inter-
nally engendered impulses.88 Emphasising a number of central dimensions 
of postwar educational policies, I have argued that, in various ways, they 
evince a tendency to weaken political bonds and to strengthen interest-
driven ones. The democratic epistemology, temporal provincialism, and 
intimisation of upbringing all converge in a tendency to have individuals 
retreating into themselves, nourishing the belief “that their destiny is 
entirely in their hands”.89 Moreover, as indicated in the #nal lines of the 
previous section, the fact that these social impulses have been raised to 
the status of o/cially imposed norms clearly indicates an even closer 
 interlacing between them and societal development. 

In the introduction, I de#ned the democratic equalisation of conditions 
as a force that negates alterity. In contrast to previous societies, which 
were structured around explicit, collective, normative ideals, against 
which individuals oriented themselves, democratic society has succes-
sively undermined this structure. As such, it stands in stark contrast to 
hierarchical societies, where an order was imposed that integrated “the 
society with reference to values”, and thereby to something other than 
the individual.90 

In its place, varieties of individually based normative patterns have 
been, and certainly continue to be, vindicated. Besides the private prop-
erty right, other negative, “bourgeois” liberties and rights have been 
added, and since the second half of the 19th century, positive rights have 
successively been added. In my view, what makes Tocqueville such a 
 germane thinker for comprehending our situation is that he provides 
analytical categories for understanding how critique that emerges from 
di3erent political camps has furthered the idea of the unfettered indi-
vidual.91 His re"ections thereby allow for historically anchored ways of 
approaching the tension – intrinsic to the modern project – between 
private rights and various forms of collective freedom and individual 
liberty, most notably the dialectics between individual and collective 
 autonomy.92 

The undermining of alterity is, I would argue, also the thread that draws 
together the policy changes explored above. The implicit bent to  dismantle 
the idea of authority, the scepticism towards the disinterested (as opposed 
to that which serves a practical purpose) and towards engagement with 
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the abstract and theoretical, to increasingly focus on what is present, to 
promote the natural on behalf of the arti#cial (in the speci#c sense in 
which Tocqueville de#nes it) can all be thought of as manifestations of a 
hostility to alterity.93 The disassembling of qualitative distinctions and the 
enhanced importance of the present appear rather straightforward in their 
direct scepticism towards time-bound and person-bound otherness.94 Re-
garding the abstract, one could think of this as an example of alterity 
owing to its time-demanding, imperative and subjectifying character; 
treading their inaccessible paths, without any #xed terminus, requires 
subjecting oneself to their premises, and this in turn presupposes the ac-
ceptance of an initial degree of inequality. Without presupposing this gap, 
there is nothing to surmount, and thus it becomes di/cult to see the point 
in undertaking “the fatiguing climb of its steep paths”, while its promised 
“luminous summits” will tend to appear like the endeavours of a bigot.95 

When, on the contrary, the all-encompassing end is practical and 
 mercantile interest and the concrete bene#ts that result therefrom, the act 
of submission appears in a rather di3erent light. Vindicating the applica-
bility and/or concrete utility, it remains within the horizon of the I, of the 
individual and what is graspable from her private horizon. As such, it 
appears acceptable also in societies immersed in the democratic order 
outlined above. As noted, Tocqueville does not claim that individuals will 
cease to interact with each other; rather that they will be increasingly 
prone to relate to each other through bonds knitted via mutual interests.

In light of the fact that dependence on opinions will not dissipate “in 
the ages of democracy” either – it is a transhistorical premise – the follow-
ing question then arises: whence is authority exercised?96 This is where 
the Tocquevillian themes outlined here tie in with Michel Foucault’s 
analysis of the emergence of a new form of governmentality during the 
18th century, and which was further intensi#ed in the 20th century, incar-
nated by thinkers such as Gary Becker who focus on the idea of human 
capital. The crumbling of the manifest spiritual authority that in the past 
was exercised to a larger extent in, for example, schools thus stands in a 
negative relation to the subtler but deeply in"uential force of man as an 
entrepreneur of himself; as the former has withdrawn, the latter has 
 expanded.97 Moreover, in line with what has been argued above, this is in 
conformity with other aspects of the democratisation of society high-
lighted by Tocqueville, such as the tendency towards more interest-driven 
social relations, and the shift towards an education that is guided more by 
economic values and utility. This is a revealing example of how the 
 Tocquevillian themes, when taken together, elucidate how the cited 
policy changes can be interlaced with the explicit instruction to address 
the pupils as potential entrepreneurs.98
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In Tocqueville’s day, democratisation was still in its relative infancy, 
and as a consequence the “spirit wander[ed] in obscurity”.99 The current 
situation is di3erent. Concerning the questions discussed here, 70 years 
of dismantling the tradition-bound school in Sweden provide a substan-
tial space of experience on which to draw – and hopefully also to extend 
our horizon of expectation.100 From this point of view, the historical pre-
conditions of a re"exive re-embedding of education in time, i.e. of the 
traditions that we make ours, hereby articulating man in both the singu-
lar and the plural, have perhaps never been better.101 My argument is thus 
that the #erce negating critique of tradition tout court invites us to recon-
sider what a re-embedding of the tradition could mean; as such, it can be 
seen as an invitation to a constructive negation of the annihilating critique 
that since the 1970s has dominated the school political landscape.102 
 Approaching education in this way would seem to open up new avenues 
for an ideal of equality envisaged over time, in contrast to the time-con-
tracting imaginary equality, thereby enlarging the horizons of the indi-
vidual pupil as well as the political community out of which the former 
emerges. 
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14. Compare with: Aristotle, Politics (Indianapolis/Cambridge, 1998), Book III. 
15. Tocqueville, De la démocratie en Amérique 2, 5
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25. “Sous l’ancien régime comme de nos jours, il n’y avait ville, bourg, village, ni si 

petit hameau en France, hôpital, fabrique, couvent ni collège, qui pût avoir une  volonté 
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145–146.
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[society], is not that all citizens profess a true religion, but that they profess a religion”, 
Tocqueville, De la démocratie en Amérique, 396. Religious beliefs, born out of a “natu-
ral disgust for existence, and an immense desire to exist”, should as such, i.e. due to 
their existential character, be directed towards the hereafter (Tocqueville, De la démocra-
tie en Amérique, 403).   

27. “[…] sentiment ré"échi et paisible qui dispose chaque citoyen à s’isoler”, 
 Tocqueville, De la démocratie en Amérique 2, 125.

28. Tocqueville, De la démocratie en Amérique 2, 125.
29. “Lorsque les conditions sont égales, chacun s’isole volontiers en soi-même et 
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corps social à subir d’étranges vicissitudes”, Tocqueville, De la démocratie en Amérique 
2, 317.

30. For a discussion relating the formal equality in Tocqueville’s thought to both the 
contemporary critique of Karl Marx as well as to the dialectics between formal equal-
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libertés; Aron, Progress and Disillusion; Aron, Dix-huit leçons de la société industrielle, 33–51; 
Aron, La lutte de classes, 943.

31. “[…] n’apercevant dans aucun d’entre eux les signes d’une grandeur et d’une 
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comme vers la source la plus visible et la plus proche de la vérité. Ce n’est pas seule-
ment la con#ance en tel homme qui est détruit, mais le goût d’en croire un homme 
quelconque sur parole”, Tocqueville, De la démocratie en Amérique 2, 10.

32. “[…] voiles inutiles et incommodes placés entre eux et la vérité”, Tocqueville, 
De la démocratie en Amérique 2, 11.

33. “[…] du tangible et du réel, le mépris des traditions et des formes”, Tocqueville, 
De la démocratie en Amérique 2, 53.

34. Re"ections pointing in the same direction we also #nd in, e.g., the chapters 
treating the modi#cations of language and literature in the democratic society. See: 
Tocqueville, De la démocratie en Amérique 2, chapters XIII and XVII,

35. “[…] avides des jouissances matérielles et présentes […] toujours mécon-
tentes de la position qu’ils occupent […]”, Tocqueville, De la démocratie en Amérique 
2, 57.

36. More speci#cally Tocquevillian in the sense that the materialist card could be 
related to, e.g., Marx’s writings on commodity fetishism and a number of other tradi-
tions as well. A second possible explanation is of a more general character, and in line 
with many others who were writing on the emerging modern society (Brahami, La 
raison du peuple). In the chapter entitled ‘How the aristocracy could come out of the 
industry’, Tocqueville presents, apart from discussing the content of the title, a view 
on the expected paths of workers and industry. The subsequent phrase captures 
neatly the tone of the #rst half of the 19th century: “we could say that in him [the 
worker], man degrades to the extent that the worker is perfected” (Tocqueville, De la 
démocratie en Amérique 2, 199). In a society dominated by a dehumanised collection of 
proletarians and an elite interested primarily in advancing industry (and all of them 
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oriented towards advancing in society), the outlook for pursuing the disinterested 
search for truth and contemplation is not very favourable.

37. As exempli#ed by the distinction between the ideal of Bildung and instrumental 
forms of education.

38. Tocqueville, De la démocratie en Amérique 2, 16. Leaving aside the fact that there 
are virtually endless streams of situations in which we are uninterested in examining 
how we ought to act.

39. A pattern Tocqueville sees as typical of pre-modern society, where individual 
authorities are the norm.

40. Tocqueville, De la démocratie en Amérique 2, 163. 
41. “Je vois clairement dans l’égalité deux tendances: l’une qui porte l’esprit de 

chaque homme vers des pensées nouvelles, et l’autre qui le réduirait volontiers à ne 
plus penser”, Tocqueville, De la démocratie en Amérique 2, 18. 

42. “L’indépendance individuelle peut être plus ou moins grande; elle ne saurait 
être sans bornes. Ainsi, la question n’est pas de savoir s’il existe une autorité intellec-
tuelle dans les siècles démocratiques, mais seulement où en est le dépôt et quelle en 
sera la mesure”, Tocqueville, De la démocratie en Amérique 2, 16.

43. This can be compared with Brahami’s distinction between being in time and 
trying to assume the role of creators of time (compare p. 2 above). 

44. Tocqueville, De la démocratie en Amérique 2, 10. 
45. “Ainsi, non seulement la démocratie fait oublier à chaque homme ses aïeux, mais 

elle lui cache ses descendants et le sépare de ses contemporains; elle le ramène sans 
cesse vers lui seul et menace de le renfermer en#n tout entier dans la solitude de son 
propre cœur”, Tocqueville, De la démocratie en Amérique 2, 127. 

46. The idea of a provincialism of time is inspired by T.S. Eliot. See: T.S. Eliot, On 
Poetry and Poets (New York, 2009), 72.

47. When reading his re"ections on the shifting time horizons, it is almost as if he 
would have navigated between all three, following François Hartog, regimes of 
 historicity at the same time. See: François Hartog, Régimes d’historicité (Paris, 2012). 
In Tocqueville’s thought, we #rst of all #nd a lamentation on a time when past, pres-
ent and future generations were like contemporaries, and the past did illuminate the 
future, i.e. when men still drew lessons from the past in a predominantly circular way. 
In parallel, the narrative itself bears clear signs of a typically modern, future oriented 
regime of historicity: “I have wanted to look, not di3erently, but longer than the 
parties; and whereas they worry about tomorrow, I have pondered [songer] over the 
future” (Tocqueville, De la démocratie en Amérique 1, 71, my italics). As Hartog has 
shown, he hereby inverses the ancient schema, making the future the guide of the 
present, rather than the past (Hartog, Régimes d’historicité, 1313.). And then thirdly, 
on top of the pre-modern and modern approaches to history, his re"ections over the 
expected expansion of the present, which best seem to #t with what Hartog de#nes 
as a presentist regime of historicity (Hartog, Régimes d’historicité, 1493.).

48. Tocqueville, De la démocratie en Amérique 2, 245. 
49. “La démocratie détend les liens sociaux, mais elle resserre les liens naturels. Elle 

rapproche les parents dans le même temps qu’elle sépare les citoyens”, Tocqueville, 
De la démocratie en Amérique 2, 245. Clearly, the outlined impulse intersects with 
 Foucault’s writings on biopolitics and the new techniques of disciplining in, e.g., 
Foucault, Naissance de la biopolitique. To my knowledge, no one has so far scrutinised 
the closer a/nities and di3erences between Foucault’s writings on the modern forms 
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of disciplining, Tocqueville’s re"ections on the process of democratisation and its 
relation to the ever more in"uential state, and #nally Arendt’s re"ections on the rise 
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