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Early Political Uses of the Parallel Russia/USA in France: 
From Le Trosne to Tocqueville and Beaumont 

 

 

By Ezequiel Adamovsky*  

 

One of the most important aspects of the making of ‘Western’ identity is the way in which it symbolically 
constructed geographical space. In other works I have presented evidence of struggles for the definition of 
Europe’s ‘eastern’ boundary, and for the inclusion/exclusion of Russia in/from ‘Europe’, given her 
paradoxical location (neither fully European, nor completely Asiatic) in the mind of eighteen and 
nineteenth-century Frenchmen.1 Other authors have analyzed how ‘Western European’ identity in France 
became simply ‘Western’ by the adoption of the model of American liberal democracy as a way out of 
Europe’s social crisis.2 Thus, the exclusion of Russia from the symbolical space of Europe, and the 
inclusion of the USA as part of the same ‘Western’ world, are two of the most important shifts in the 
ideological construction of geographical space and in the liberal narrative of ‘civilization’. This article 
will examine one of the images that contributed the most to the success of those shifts: the parallel 
Russia/USA, that is, the comparison of the two nations as embodying opposing historical ‘principles’ for 
the future of humankind. The parallel Russia/USA was popularized by Tocqueville in 1835, and thereafter 
became part of commonsensical geographical imagination –especially during the Cold War. However, it 
has an older and revealing ‘prehistory’. 
 

I The Parallel Russia/USA before Tocqueville  

 

To my knowledge, this motive appeared for the first time in a pamphlet by the Physiocrat writer 

Guillaume Le Trosne, published in 1777, immediately after the American Revolution. But, 

curiously enough, the parallel was used in a sense quite different from that of later appearances. 

Thus, whilst complaining of the slower pace of civilization in Europe due to bad laws, old 

customs and insensible rulers, Le Trosne presents the picture of two nations rapidly heading 

towards “civilization” 3, although along different paths. The USA, in Le Trosne’s view, is soon 

going to rise to “the most distinguished rank among nations”. There seems to be no limits for the 

advancement of this “emerging Republic” that has already taken the “Arts” to “perfection”. A 

great future awaits the USA, inhabited as it is by “wise”, “moderate” and “free” men who know 

“the rights and duties of man and the citizen”, but are also obedient, and only reclaim the “right 

to property and free trade”. But there is also another nation undergoing the “revolution” of 

“civilization”: Russia. Her way to “civilization”, however, was not prepared by the 

“circumstances”, as was the case for the USA. On the contrary, civilization in Russia had to face 

the “greatest obstacles”, and was only possible thanks to the “genius of several of her 

sovereigns”. Thus, Russia proves that “absolute authority” can sometimes be used to achieve 
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beneficial changes, provided it is “in the hands of an enlightened sovereign”. If that is the case, 

all the necessary power must be placed in the hands of such a Prince.4 Thus, unhappy with 

European stagnation, Le Trosne perceived two acceptable roads to progress; like most of his 

fellow Physiocrats, he was ready to embrace enlightened despotism.  

 

 A shift in the sense of this parallel can already be perceived in the next appearance I am 

aware of, in François-Louis comte d’Escherny’s “Sur la Russie et la révolution de Pologne”, 

written at some point between 1791 and 1796. Escherny –a philosophe now forgotten, who was 

very close to the encyclopedists and to Diderot and Rousseau in particular– was in those days re-

examining the issue of the limits to equality, undoubtedly under the influence of the events of the 

French revolution. The main concern of his works is the danger of “equality” or “absolute 

democracy” and how to overcome it, a theme that the “Ancients” overlooked but which the 

French revolution “brought to the forefront”.5 Thus, comparing Russia and revolutionary France, 

he noted that “the extremes of democracy and despotism meet”, for one is the “despotism of one 

person” and the other that of “everyone”, and ended by drawing his parallel between Russia and 

the USA, which strongly resembles that of Tocqueville: 

 

Notre globe présente aujourd’hui à nos regards deux états situés à ses deux extrêmités opposées, 
dont l’un despotique, est le pendant de l’autre qui se gouverne en république. Tous deux se 
trouvent dans une position unique sur la terre. Pour s’agrandir et conquérir, des armées leur sont 
très-inutiles: ils n’ont besoin l’un et l’autre que d’attendre et profiter des circonstances. Les 
calamités de l’Europe, ses boulversements, doivent ajouter beaucoup à la puissance et à la 
grandeur de la Russie et des États-Unis, et conspirer à leur prospérité.6  
 

Thus, unlike the still-optimistic liberal Le Trosne, the anxious post-revolutionary liberal 

Escherny perceived both Russia and the USA as the bearers of the future, but not so much by 

virtue of their advancement in the road of civilization, as because of a possible collapse of 

Europe. Russia, in Escherny’s account, is depicted in much less flattering colors, which 

undoubtedly reflects the liberals’ loss of confidence in enlightened despotism and changes from 

above.7 

 In a text by Stendhal written in 1818, the parallel reappears with some novelties:  
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La Russie a toujours cru, depuis Pierre le Grand, qu’elle serait, en 1819, la maîtresse de 
l’Europe, si elle avait le courage de vouloir, et l’Amérique est désormais la seule puissance qui 
puisse lui résister.8  
 

Thus, in Stendhal’s vision, as in Escherny’s, Europe was still in danger; but Russia emerges here 

more clearly as a menace, whilst the USA appears, for the first time, as Europe’s savior. Having 

taken part in Napoleon’s failed campaign against Russia in 1812, it is not surprising that 

Stendhal felt that way.  

 A similar shift can be found in a letter by Michel Chevalier, written in 1834, and included 

in his Lettres sur l’Amérique du Nord (1836). In 1833 Chevalier –who had been a member of 

Saint-Simonian circles and was soon to become a prominent liberal economist and politician–9 

was commissioned by the government of Thiers to travel to the USA to investigate some issues 

related to the American economy. Thinking from the USA about the uncertain future of Europe, 

“weakened” by her “internal struggles”, he writes: 

 

Qui peut dire que les deux grandes figures qui aujourd’hui se dressent aux deux bouts de 
l’horizon, la première à l’orient, un pied sur Moscou et l’autre prêt à se poser sur Constantinople; 
la seconde vers le couchant, à demi cachée encore par les immenses forêts du Nouveau-Monde, 
[…] Qui peut dire que ces deux jeunes colosses […] ne se partageront pas bientôt la domination 
de l’Univers?10   
 

However –and this is new– Chevalier includes the parallel USA/Russia as part of a wider 

historical narrative. “Civilization”, he argues, “advances from Orient to Occident”; it was born in 

Asia, and is likely to reach its finest synthesis in the New World.11 Thus, the implication of the 

parallel becomes evident: even while, due to her military might, Russia may dominate part of the 

world, civilization is moving towards the USA. Indeed, Chevalier’s two-volume description of 

the USA, like that of Tocqueville (whom he quotes approvingly in a footnote added to the 

original text), is meant to offer positive alternatives to the European social and political impasse. 

So, the USA is not only Europe’s savior in mere military terms, but as the embodiment of the 

Old World’s finest principles.    

The same year, Saint-Marc Girardin –a prominent liberal deputy and ‘proud bourgeois’, 

professor at the Sorbonne and prolific journalist–12 also made use of the parallel Russia/USA in 

his influential Notices politiques et littéraires sur l’Allemagne, where he argued that Russia was 

likely to destroy Europe, in which case the “spirit” of “civilization” would only find shelter in 
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the USA. Thus, like Chevalier, Saint-Marc Girardin also suggested that European liberals should 

start to look West.13  

  

 

II  The Theoretical Foundations of the New French Liberalism and the Parallel 
Russia/USA: Tocqueville and Beaumont   
 

 

This is when Tocqueville comes onto the scene, inserting the parallel Russia /USA in one of the 

most ambitious political treatises of the century: De la démocratie en Amérique (1835).14 In the 

famous last passage of the first volume of that book, Tocqueville argued that there were in his 

days two great nations –the Russians and the Anglo-Americans– which, although starting from 

different foundations, seemed to be progressing “towards the same goal” of expansion at a 

quicker pace than any other nation. However, they did so on a different basis: whilst American 

progress rested on the free “personal interest” and the “strength and the reason of individuals” 

(that is, “freedom”), Russian expansion was based on the concentration of power in the hands of 

one man (that is, “servitude”). And he finished by predicting:  

 

Their point of departure is different and their paths diverse; nevertheless, each seems called by 
some secret design of Providence one day to hold in its hands the destinies of half the world.15 
 

As we have seen, both the parallel and this prognosis had been stated before and there would not 

be anything particularly interesting in this new appearance, if there were not a curious paradox in 

Tocqueville’s statement. As is well known, Tocqueville was absolutely convinced that the 

advance of democracy in modern times was an undeniable and unstoppable fact. As he 

repeatedly argued, any political strategy aimed at preserving social privileges, absolutism or a 

deep social inequality was doomed to failure; the future belonged to democracy. That is why the 

future belonged also to a democratic society like the USA. But why would it also belong to 

Russia? Would not the advance of democracy quickly destroy the empire of the Tsars, based as it 

was on privilege, serfdom, despotism and inequality? Why did Tocqueville state that both the 

USA and Russia marched towards the same goal? He could not be just referring to Russia’s 

military power, for all his work is dedicated to show that governments are the product of their 

societies, and he explicitly included Russia in this rule.16  
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 To resolve this seeming inconsistency, it will be argued that Russia inspired Tocqueville 

to conceive of the idea of a new type of despotism as the inevitable outcome of extreme 

democracy, which he started to outline in his work. Thus, the parallel USA/Russia allowed 

Tocqueville to exemplify the two possibilities that awaited modern societies: either a tempered 

(liberal) democracy, or a despotic egalitarianism that could present itself under different facades. 

Let us consider now briefly Tocqueville’s ideas on the new type of despotism.  

 As is well known, Tocqueville was mainly worried about the loss of freedom that might 

follow the modern tendency towards social equality and political democracy. The reason for this 

potential outcome was the destruction of the counterweights that checked the power of the state 

in the Ancien Régime. As he argues in De la démocratie en Amérique, having destroyed all those 

“individual powers which were able singlehanded to cope with tyranny”, the government 

“inherited all the prerogatives snatched from families, corporations and individuals”. From this, 

it follows that “the sometimes oppressive but often conservative strength of a small number of 

citizens has been succeeded by the weakness of all”. In times of equality, “no man is obliged to 

put his powers at the disposal of another, and no one has any claim of right to substantial support 

from his fellow man, each is both independent and weak.” This weakness makes the individual 

“feel the need for some outside help, which he cannot expect from any of his fellows, for they 

are both impotent and cold. In this extremity he naturally turns his eyes toward that huge entity 

which alone stands out above the universal level of abasement”, that is, the state. On the other 

hand, every central power “loves equality and favors it”, and “worships uniformity”, for equality 

and uniformity “singularly facilitates, extends and secures its influence”. Therefore, government 

in modern times will naturally tend to be centralized, whilst “individual independence and local 

liberties will always be the products of art”. In this respect, America offered a model of that 

political art which had managed to preserve freedom in the midst of democracy. However, a new 

type of despotism was the constant threat to all modern (egalitarian) societies, including the 

USA. There were no prototypes for this new phenomenon in the past, and in De la démocratie… 

Tocqueville has to accept that he cannot find a proper name for it; the ancient ideas of 

“despotism” and “tyranny” do not fit, “the thing is new”.17 In other texts and manuscripts, 

Tocqueville toyed with some alternative names, such as “democratic despotism” or 

“administrative despotism”, as different from ancient or revolutionary despotism.18 In a 

manuscript of 1838, Tocqueville stressed the idea that “administrative despotism” is independent 

from the different forms of government, and that it can exist under monarchical, representative, 

liberal, or revolutionary institutions. In another manuscript written two years later, Tocqueville 
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described democratic despotism as a new society in which “bureaucratic organization” would 

play a central role, and everything would happen “with as much order, detail and tyranny as in a 

barracks”.19 Taking this into account, it is not surprising that some scholars have considered 

Tocqueville as both a follower of Montesquieu and a precursor of new thought on the 

relationship between social equality and political power. Moreover, it has been convincingly 

argued that the idea of “democratic despotism” and the twentieth-century concept of 

“Totalitarianism” are quite similar, in that they are both based on the idea of the “loneliness” 

(Arendt) or atomization of the individuals in modern societies.20 

 Tocqueville’s idea of  “democratic despotism”, together with his pioneering work on 

American democracy, produced a crucial transformation in the liberal tradition, by moving one 

step away from the doctrinaire’s intellectual and political project (which was soon to collapse 

under the thrust of radicalism), and thus establishing the foundations of present-day liberalism. 

At the core of this transformation lies the idea of the importance of ‘associations’ in modern 

democracies, the immediate antecedent of today’s predominant sense of the concept of ‘civil 

society’. As some scholars have argued, Tocqueville’s liberalism recovers some themes of 

Montesquieu’s aristocratic liberalism, together with some aspects of classical political 

philosophy  (Aristotle in particular), in a theoretical device that was aimed at enlightening the 

ruling élite against socialism and radicalism in general.21 In his USA, Tocqueville ‘found’ the 

principles of his new liberalism already functioning. Thus, in order to understand Tocqueville’s 

image of Russia better, it is necessary to begin by a brief description of Russia’s reflected image 

in Tocqueville’s mirror, the USA.   

 According to Tocqueville, the “social state” of a nation “may itself be considered as the 

prime cause of most of the laws, customs, and ideas which control the nation’s behavior”. The 

American “social state” was, from the very beginning, quite favorable for liberal democracy. To 

begin with, “[m]en there are nearer equality in wealth and in mental endowments, or, in other 

words, more nearly equally powerful, than in any other country of the world or in any other age 

of recorded history.” True, this is a somewhat ambiguous element, because, as Tocqueville states 

in the same paragraph and elsewhere, it can easily lead to democratic despotism: “There can 

even be a sort of equality in the world of politics without any political freedom. A man may be 

the equal of all his fellows save one, who is the master of all without distinction and chooses the 

agents of his power equally among all”. However, other aspects of the American “social state”, 

belonging to its “civil society” and “the world of politics”, helped to preclude that fate. Among 

the original elements, the presence of a propertied majority was a fundamental ingredient:  “land 
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was naturally broken up into little lots which the owner himself cultivated”. That is why the 

colonies “from the beginning, seemed destined to let freedom grow, not the aristocratic freedom 

of their motherland, but a middle-class and democratic freedom of which the world’s history had 

not previously provided a complete example”. Secondly, there were “no rich or poor” and “no 

proletarians” in America, and even today “wealth circulates there with incredible rapidity”. The 

importance of these two characteristics lies in that, unlike Europe, “[m]en living in such a society 

cannot base their beliefs on the opinions of the class to which they belong, for, one may almost 

say, there are no more classes, and such as do still exist are composed of such changing elements 

that they can never, as a body, exercise real power over their members”. The third original 

element is the particular social background of the majority of the emigrants who moved to 

America: they belonged to the European “middle classes”. Departing “from the midst of the old 

feudal society”, it was this social class that brought democracy “full-grown and fully armed” to 

America. In a very Aristotelian and Guizotean way, Tocqueville argues that the “middle class”, 

that propertied and “innumerable crowd” between the rich and the poor, is “the natural enemy of 

violent commotion” and social revolution, and  “assures the stability of the social body”.22  

 Together with these original characteristics of the USA, Tocqueville pays particular 

attention to the customs, laws, and political institutions that sprang from that peculiar social 

state, and this because not every kind of equality leads to despotism, but only that of isolated 

men. “Equality” –Tocqueville argues– “puts men side by side without a common link to hold 

them firm. Despotism raises barriers to keep them apart.” On the contrary, liberty can be used “to 

combat the individualism born of equality”, as the Americans did (and Tocqueville 

recommends).23 This is when Tocqueville introduces what for him is the most remarkable feature 

of American society, namely, the presence of all kinds of voluntary “associations” that defend all 

sorts of particular interests, and a strong tradition of local self-government. This peculiar product 

of American freedom serves to correct the excesses of freedom and equality, by 

counterbalancing the effects of the excess of individualism.24      

 After Tocqueville, the idea of the importance of voluntary associations –what we would 

now call ‘a strong civil society’– for the good health of democracy became a central part of 

liberal political doctrine and even of commonsensical knowledge. For our purposes, it is 

important to underline now that this idea of civil society derives directly from the old 

Montesquieuian idea of “intermediate bodies” as the guardians of freedom against absolutism, 

that is, an aristocratic idea of freedom. Tocqueville’s contempt for popular sovereignty and his 

preference for the rule of “aristocratic bodies” is well known.25 But he also knew that a simple 



 7

return to the past was impossible. Therefore, Tocqueville devised the subtle re-establishment of a 

sort of aristocracy disguised under the new name of “associations”. As he openly recognized:    

 

I am firmly convinced that one cannot found an aristocracy anew in this world, but I think that 
associations of plain citizens can compose very rich, influential and powerful bodies, in other 
words, aristocratic bodies. By this means many of the greatest political advantages of an 
aristocracy could be obtained without its injustices and dangers. An association, be it political, 
industrial, commercial, or even literary or scientific, is an educated and powerful body of citizens 
which cannot be twisted to any man’s will or quietly trodden down, and by defending its private 
interests against the encroachments of power, it saves the common liberties.26 
 

 

Besides associations, Tocqueville analyzed the importance of other American social, religious, 

educational, juridical, and constitutional institutions. All this is well known, and we shall only 

stress here the fact that Tocqueville’s liberalism brought back the doctrinaire idea of political 

‘capacity’ (that is, the idea that sovereignty belongs to the people, but it must only be exercised 

by those who are ‘capable’) under a new form, by attaching a great role to the education of the 

citizens. One of the American features that Tocqueville praised the most was the extension of 

public education, combined with the moralizing effects of religion.27 

By means of this theoretical construct, Tocqueville laid the foundations of contemporary 

liberalism, providing that tradition with the necessary tools to face the challenge of universal 

suffrage. By offering a distinction between political (liberal) democracy and social democracy, 

Tocqueville reconciled liberalism and elitist rule with republicanism and political democracy, 

thus permitting, in the long run, a successful result in the struggle against socialism. In terms of 

historical imagination, in De la démocratie… Tocqueville drew the image of the society of the 

future, the heir of European ‘civilization’: it would be to some extent egalitarian and democratic, 

but also have a certain extension of private ownership and social mobility, a large ‘middle class’, 

a strong ‘civil society’, and an educational system able to normalize public morals.  

Let us go back to Tocqueville’s image of Russia. By the time De la démocratie… was 

published, it was a commonplace to say that Russia lacked intermediate bodies and an 

independent nobility; similarly, in the years to come it became an almost automatic assumption 

that Russia lacked a strong ‘civil society’ or the proper kind of ‘associations’. The lack of a 

‘middle class’ was also a commonplace, and the same can be said of the Russian’s alleged 

brutality and lack of education. Tocqueville’s ideas, however, brought into focus yet another 

characteristic of that country, namely, its despotically egalitarian or even ‘socialist’ nature under 
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the throne of the Tsar. Tocqueville’s ideas allowed the public to consider the despotism of the 

Tsars as the natural outcome of a socially democratic society. That is why the future might also 

belong to Russia, and not just to the USA. Following Tocqueville’s train of thoughts, Russia 

could be considered the image of a future threat, and not just a remnant of the past. It is worth 

remembering here that Tocqueville wrote the first volume of De la démocratie… well before the 

German Romantic conservative baron August von Haxthausen ‘discovered’ the Russian 

egalitarian peasant commune, and well before that discovery was ‘adopted’ by the socialists to 

prove their points and became widely known in France.28    

In this respect, Tocqueville’s later remarks on Haxthausen in his private correspondence 

are revealing. In a letter of 1853 Tocqueville recommends his intellectual partner, the liberal 

politician Gustave de Beaumont –with whom he had traveled through the USA– to read the 

baron’s book. The importance of that work lies (he said) in that Haxthausen presents the picture 

of a nation “still in the infancy [langes] of serfdom and communal property”, and therefore living 

under “institutions” that resemble, to some extent, “the spirit of the democratic and civilized 

times we live in”. And Tocqueville ends by saying that in Russian lower society  

 
 
tout est si parfaitement uniforme dans les idées, les lois, les usages, et jusqu’aux moindres détails 
de l’aspect extérieur des objets. Cela me fait l’effet d’une Amérique moins les lumières et la 
liberté, une société démocratique à faire peur...29 
 

 

Interestingly enough, Beaumont read Haxthausen’s book, and did explicitly what his friend had 

done implicitly –if our interpretation is correct– in De la démocratie…, that is, he wrote an 

article comparing Russia and the USA, which he published in the Revue des Deux Mondes in 

1854. All the argumentation recalls Tocqueville’s ideas, and the very beginning of Beaumont’s 

article resembles the last paragraph of De la démocratie…Thus, Russia and the USA “seem to 

march side by side” in progress, the former based on the principle of “absolute power”, the latter 

on the “principle of liberty”. Beaumont goes on by arguing, against Haxthausen’s statements, 

that the “struggle of material interests” in America, far from being a problem, is the source of 

progress. On the contrary, the real problem for progress in Russia is the excess of rules for every 

aspect of life and her “terrible bureaucracy”. Beaumont goes on to criticize the “uniformity” of 

Russian society, out of which nothing raises itself up and the “individual disappears in a 

confusing mass”, like weak and impotent “atoms without a name”. In Russia “official life” 
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replaces “the natural existence of the people”, and “equality rules” in a sad “symmetry of order”. 

Far from lacking the phenomenon of the proletariat, as Haxthausen had argued, in Russia 

everybody is a proletarian, and the egalitarian peasant commune, “the principle of communism 

on which property rests in Russia”, the dream of “our revolutionaries”, is a backward institution 

that obstructs progress and civilization. The possibility that this “strange democracy” may 

dominate “Western civilization” terrifies Beaumont. 

 Finally, Beaumont refutes Haxthausen’s idea that modern industry had harmed Russia. 

On the contrary, it is industrial development, private property, and the emergence of a “middle 

class” that would remedy Russia’s maladies. Catherine II and other Tsars had understood this, 

and tried to create such a class by decree. But the bourgeoisie only springs from natural 

economic development, and not from above. With the establishment of private property, Russia 

will foster the bourgeoisie, and with it “the enlightenment”, “rights”, “laws”, and “freedom” will 

come to stay in Russia.30 

  In conclusion, Beaumont’s description of Russia can be considered as the negative image 

of Tocqueville’s USA, a description that the latter would surely have agreed with, and that was 

tacitly outlined in his own De la démocratie…  Both Tocqueville and Beaumont agreed that 

Russia was a form of democratic despotism comparable to the communist and socialist utopia, 

whilst the USA was an example of ‘good democracy’. Both share a certain conception of civil 

society, according to which there must be something that “rises itself above” equality. Both agree 

that private property is one of the main differences between a society of free individuals and a 

“confusing mass of atoms”, and that industrial development and the “middle class” are two of the 

main engines of progress and the guardians of freedom. America or Russia, liberalism or 

communism: that was the crossroad of modern times that the liberals Tocqueville and Beaumont 

wanted to present to Europe in the age of democracy.  

 

 

III The Fate of the Parallel Russia/USA after Tocqueville 

 

Before Tocqueville’s vigorous intervention, the liberals –who were mostly in favor of restrictive 

monarchical systems– were not particularly prone to appreciate the American democratic 

republic. In the mid nineteenth century, the USA was more likely to be taken as a positive 

example by radical republicans or even socialists.31 But following Tocqueville, the parallel 

Russia/USA became more and more a liberal cliché (one in which liberals and moderate 
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republicans would, at last, agree). It reappears in many places, including Ernest Charrière’s 

“Considérations sur l’avenir de l’Europe” (1836) and La Politique de l’Histoire (1841-1842)32 

and in Thiers’ Histoire du Consulat et de l’Empire.33 Even more remarkable was a debate in 

1835 between two of the main French newspapers, Carrel’s National de 1834 and the Journal 

des débats. In the exchange of opinions, Tocqueville’s parallel and his prediction were widely 

quoted and debated.34 Later on, the parallel Russia/USA became explicitly or implicitly part of 

‘academic’ accounts of Russia. For example, the economist Louis Wolowski argued in 1858 that 

the Russian communal forms of self-government should be reformed following the more 

individualistic American model,35 whilst his colleague Gustave de Molinari recommended that 

Russia should apply the principles of economic freedom “and self-government” (in English and 

italics in the original),36 and Anatole Leroy-Beaulieu –the prominent French specialist on Russia, 

who in 1904 also wrote an article entitled “The United States: a Lesson to Europe”37– 

consciously or unconsciously used Tocqueville’s America as a standard or model of comparison 

to analyze Russia’s progress in his path-breaking three-volume L’empire des Tsars et les russes 

(1881-1889). Thus, Russia’s ‘civilization’ was understood and qualified according to its distance 

from that norm.38   

 After the Second World War, the intellectual climate of the Cold War strongly reinforced 

the parallel Russia/USA. The division of the planet in two ‘sides’ (communism vs. the ‘Free 

World’), the extraordinary intensification of a discourse of ‘Eastern Europe’, and the powerful 

metaphor of the Iron Curtain contributed to this.39  The parallel, however, survived the collapse 

of the Soviet Union: it hardly needs to be argued that the USA remains the implicit standard of 

comparison in much of contemporary thinking and scholarship about Russia. Indeed, the old 

parallel Russia/USA may still appear explicitly, as in Hélène Carrère d’Encausse’s Le malheur 

russe (1988) or in Martin Malia’s The Soviet Tragedy: A History of Socialism in Russia 1917-

1991 (1994), where Tocqueville’s old prognosis appears in the Introduction and on the back 

cover or becomes the epigraph to the second chapter respectively.40 

 

 In conclusion, the evolution in the meaning, and the remarkable success, of the parallel 

Russia/USA constitutes an important chapter in the story of the emergence of a liberal narrative 

of ‘the West’. As despotism and social egalitarianism (and therefore socialism) were expelled 

from European identity as something alien, characteristic of ‘uncivilized’ countries like Russia, 

the USA emerged as the model for the successful (liberal) transformation of turbulent Europe. In 

the mid-nineteenth century, as Jacques Portes has argued, the example of the republican and 
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democratic USA could still be attractive to the radical left; but the “myth of Arcadia” had already 

lost all credibility by the decade of 1870. The evidence of America’s industrial development, 

increasing social conflicts and gross inequality deprived it of any sense of exceptionality in the 

eyes of left-wing radicals. As this happened, the example of the USA started to be exalted by the 

liberal economists and advocates of rapid industrialization in general. In the last quarter of the 

century, there was a perceptible group of “Americanists”, specially recruited from “the ranks of 

moderate Republicans and liberals of all stripes”. But even some of the moderate socialists could 

find good examples of inter-class co-operation and “social balance” in the USA.41 Thus, by 

finding in American society a model able to articulate wider consensus, European (liberal) 

identity went ‘Western’. 
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