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Alexis de Tocqueville

Born in Paris to an aristocratic family, Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-
1859) studied law and worked briefly ag a substitute judge before
traveling to the United States in 1831 to study the American penal
system. On his journey through eighteen states, he became fascinated
with American democracy as a new kind of soc:éfjorder Retumlng to
France, he pursued a career in politics and published his cbservations
of American sociely in a two-volume work titled Dermaccracy in America,
the first volume of which appeared in 1835. The second volume from
wh|ch th|s chapter is taken, was published in 1840.

Selection from .
Democracy in America *

On the Use Which the Americans Make of Associations in Civil Life

do not propose to speak of those political associations by means of
which men seek to defend themselves against the despotic action of the
majority or the encroachments of royal power. I have treated that subject
elsewhere: If: is clear that unless“eac_h citizen learned to combine with his
fellows to preserve his freedom at a time when he mdmduaﬂy is becommg
weaker and so less abie in isolation to defend it, tyranny would be bound to
o mcrease with equality. But here T am onlyyconcerned with those associations
"y “m “civil 1ifd that have no political object. 17’
e Y e United States political associations are only one small part of the
immense number of different types of associations found there, .
Americans of all ages, all stations in life, and all types of disposition are
forever forming associations:>There are not only commereial and industrial
‘assoglatlons i ~which all take part, but others of a thousand different i types— 3
rehgious motal, serious, futile, very general and very limited, nnmensely larger~, = <8
and very minute. Americans combine to give fm;es found seminaries, build '/~ ¥ 5 ?' '
 churches, distribute books, and send Inissionaries to the antipodes. Hospnafs Lyt X i'
prlsons and schools take shape in that way. Fmaﬂy, if they want to proclaim :
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a truth or propagate some feehng by the encouragernent or s great example
where in France you would find the government orin Endand some territorial
magnate, in the United States you are sure to find an association.

I have come across several types of association in Amemca of which, T canfess,
I had not previously the slightest conception, and I have often admired the
extreme skill they show in proposing a fommon object for the exertions of
very many and in inducing them volunfarily to pursue it.

Since that time I have traveled i in England, a country from which the
Americans took some of their laws and fnany of their customs, but it seemed

whereas Americans form associations for no matter how small a matter. Clearly
the former regard association as a powerful means of action, but the latter
seem to think of it as the only one..” 2 ¢ pos

Thus the most democratlc country in the xx?orld now is that in which men
have in our time carmed to the ¢ highest perfection the art of pursuing in common

the objects of common de51res and have apphed this new technique to the ™

greatest number of purposes Is that just an accident, or is there really some
necessaty connection between dSSOCIatIODS ns and equahty?

In aristocratic societies, while there is a multitude of individuals who can
do nothing on their own, there is also a small number of very rich and powerful /
men, each of whom can carry out great undertakings on his own.

In aristocratic societies men have no peed to unite for action, since they
are held ﬁrmly together. : o :

‘Every rich and powerful citizen is in practxce the head of a permanent

and erEorced associatio Composed of all those whom he makes help in the

—

'*ecuuon “of his designs. ; s :
But among democratic peoples all the citizens are mdependent and weak -
zev can do hardly anything for themselves, and none of them is in a position
- force his fellows to help him. They would all therefore find themselves
=<pless if they did not learn to help each other voluntarily.

If the inhabitants of democratic countries had neither the right nor the
=z=2e for uniting for political objects, their independence would run great risks,
L= thev could keep both their wealth and their knowledge for along time. But
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£ == did not learn somq habits of acting together in the affairs of daily life, =

~—"ization itself would bd in peril. A people in which individuals had lost the
=r of carrying through great enterprises by themselves, without acquiring
== -zculty of doing them together, would soon fall back into barbarism. ;
_zhappily, the same social conditions that render associations so necessary to
&= atic nations also make their formation more dzfﬁcult there than elsewhere.
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Alexis de Tocqueville

2 When several aristocrats want to form an association, they can easily do
* . .so. As each of them carries great weight in society, a very small number of -
{ ~ associates may be enough. So, being few, it is easy to get to know and understand
one another and agree on rules.
But that is not so easy in democratic nations, where 1f the association is to

have any power, “the associates must be very numerous iy
I know that many of my contemporaries are not ot the least embarrassed
by this difficulty. They claim that as the citizens become weaker and more
helpless, the government must become proportionately more skillful and
e e
. active, so that society should do what is no longer possible for individuals. V"
. They1 thmk that answers the whole problem, but I think they are mistaken.
A g0 government could take the place of some of the largest associations
in America, and some particular states of the Union have already attempted
that. But what political power could ever carry on the vast multitude of lesser |
undertakings that associations daily enable American citizens to cc ) control? .
It is easy to see the time coming in which men will be less and less able to
produce, by each alone, the commonest bare necessities of life, The tasks of
government must therefore perpetually increase, and its efforts to cope with / _3 Y
them mu‘st—ﬁ)read its net ever wider. The more government takes the place of ]i\ ‘.
associations, the more will individuals lose the idea of forming associations | i\\ 3
and need the government to come to their help. That is a vicious c1rcle of \\
' cause and effect. Must the public administration cope with every mdustrlal
undertaking beyond the competence of one individual citizen? And if ulti-
mately, as a result of the minute subdivision of landed property, the land itself
is so infinitely parceled out that it can only be cultivated by associations of
laborers, must the head of the government leave the helm of state to guide
the plow J
"~ The morals and intelligence of a democratic people Would be in as much
'danger as its commerce and industry if ever a government wholly usurped the

—

place of private associations. harn el
Feelings anH‘ideas are renewed, the heart enlarged and the understandmg
developed only by the rectprocal action of men one upon another.

I have shown how these influences are reduced almost to nothing in
democratic countries; they must therefore be artificially created, and only
associations can do that.

When aristocrats adopt a new idea o conceive a new sentiment, they lend
it something of the conspicuous station they themselves occupy, and so the
mass is bound to take notice of them, and they easily influence the minds and
hearts of all around.

In democratic countries only the governing power is naturally in a
position so to act, but it is easy to see that its action is always madequate and
often dangerous. ,
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e - A govemment by itself, is equally mcapable of refreshing the circulation of ;
& : fee]mgs and ideas among a great people, as it s of controlling every industrial un- f
(dertakmg Once it leaves the sphere of pO]l‘[lCS to launch out on this new track, it
will, even without intending this, exercise an intolerable tyranhy For a government *
can only dictate precise rules. It i imposes the sentiments and ideas that it favors, # '
and it is never easy to tell the difference between its advice and its commands.
Things will be even worse if the government supposes that its real interest
is to prevent the circalation of ideas. It will then stand motionless and let the
weight of its deliberate somnolence lic heavy on all.
It is therefore necessary that it should not act alone.
Among democratic peoples associations must take the place of the powerful
private persons whom equality of conditions has eliminated.
: % - As soon as several Americans have conceived a sentiment or an idea that
‘ . they want to produce before the world, they seek each other out, and when

. found, they unite. Thenceforth they are-no Jlonger isolated 1nd1v1duals but
| o a power conspicuous from the distance whose actions serve as an example;
v when it speaks, men listen.
The first time that I heard in America that one hundred thousand men
had publicly promised never to drink alcoholic liquor, I thought it more of
a joke than a serious matter and for the moment did not see why these very
© abstemious citizens could not content themselves with drinking water by their
own firesides. \
‘_ In the end I came to understand thit these hundred thousand Americans,
‘ "frightened by the progress of drunkenness around them, wanted to support
sobtiety by their patronage. They were acting in just the samne way as some great
territorial magnate who dresses véty plainly to encourage a contempt of luxury
among snnple citizens. One may fancy that if they had lived in France, each of
these hundred thousand would have made individual representations to the
- government asking it to supervise all the public houses throughout the realm.
Nothing, in my view, more deserves attention than the intellectual and
moral associations in America, American political and industrial associations
easily catch our eyes, but the others tend not to be noticed. And even if we do
notice them we tend to. rmsunderstand them, hardly ever having seen anything
similar before. However, we should recognize that the latter are as necessary
as the former to the American people perhaps more so.
In democratic coumne&knowledge of how to combme 4s the mother of all
other forms of knowledge; &fits progress depends that of all the others.
‘Among laws controlling human soc1et1es there is one more precise and
e € clearer, it seems to me, than all the others, Tf men are to remain civilized or
to become civilized, the art of association ifft“zus_t develop and improve among
them at the same speed as equality of conditions spreads.
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