On the Primary Role and Essential
Importance of Associations in

America
by Alexis de Tocqueville

In no country in the world has the principle of association been more success-
fully used or applied to a greater multitude of objects than in America. Besides the
permanent associations which are established by law under the names of townships,
cities, and counties, a vast number of others are formed and maintained by the agency
of private individuals.

A Nation of Joiners

The citizen of the United States is taught from infancy to rely upon his own
exertions in order to resist the evils and the difficulties of life; he looks upon the social
authority with an eye of mistrust and anxiety, and he claims its assistance only when
he is unable to do without it. This habit may be traced even in the schools, where the
children in their games are wont to submit to rules which they have themselves
established, and to punish misdemeanors which they have themselves defined. The
same spirit pervades every act of social life. If a stoppage occurs in a thoroughfare
and the circulation of vehicles is hindered, the neighbors immediately form them-
selves into a deliberative body; and this extemporaneous assembly gives rise to an
executive power which remedies the inconvenience before anybody has thought of
recurring to a pre-existing authority superior to that of the persons immediately
concerned. If some public pleasure is concerned, an association is formed to give
more splendor and regularity to the entertainment. Societies are formed to resist evils
that are exclusively of a moral nature, as to diminish the vice of intemperance. In the
United States associations are established to promote the public safety, commerce,
industry, morality, and religion. There is no end which the human will despairs of
attaining through the combined power of individuals united into a society....

The political associations that exist in the
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I have since traveled over England,
from which the Americans have taken
some of their laws and many of their
customs; and it seemed to me that the
principle of association was by no means
so constantly or adroitly used in that
country. The English often perform
great things singly, whereas the Ameri-
cans form associations for the smallest
undertakings. Itisevidentthat the former
people consider association as a power-
ful means of action, but the latter seem to
regard it as the only means they have of
acting.

Thus the most democratic country
on the face of the earth is that in which
men have, in our time, carried to the
highest perfection the art of pursuing in
common the object of their common
desire and have applied this new science
to the greatest number of purposes. Is
this the result of accident, or is there in
reality any necessary connection between
the principle of association and that of
equality?...

On Religious Institutions and
Democracy

Nothing, in my opinion, is more
deserving of our attention than the intel-
lectual and moral associations of

United States are only a single feature in the
midst of the immense assemblage of associa-
tions in that country. Americans of all ages,
all conditions, and all dispositions constantly
form associations. They have not only com-
mercial and manufacturing companies, in
which all take part, but associations of a thou-

The political associations that exist in the United
States are only a single feature in the midst of the
immense assemblage of associations in that country.
Americans of all ages, all conditions, and all disposi-
tions constantly form associations.
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sand other kinds, religious, moral, serious,
futile, general or restricted, enormous or di-
minutive. The Americans make associations
to give entertainments, to found seminaries, to
build inns, to construct churches, to diffuse
books, to send missionaries to the antipodes; in this manner they found hospitals,
prisons, and schools. Ifitis proposed to inculcate some truth or to foster some feeling
by the encouragement of a great example, they form a society. Wherever at the head
of some new undertaking you see the government in France, or a man of rank in
England, in the United States you will be sure to find an association.

I met with several kinds of associations in America of which I confess [ had no
previous notion; and I have often admired the extreme skill with which the
inhabitants of the United States succeed in proposing a common object for the
exertions of a great many men and in inducing them voluntarily to pursue it.
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America. The political and industrial
associations of that country strike us
forcibly; but the others elude our obser-
vation, or if we discover them, we un-
derstand them imperfectly because we
have hardly ever seen anything of the
kind. It must be acknowledged, how-
ever, that they are as necessary to the
American people as the former, and per-




haps more so. In democratic countries
the science of association is the mother
of science; the progress of all the rest
depends upon the progress it has made.

Among the laws that rule human
societies there is one which seems to be
more precise and clear than all others. If
men are to remain civilized or to become
s0, the art of associating together must
grow and improve in the same ratio in
which the equality of conditions is in-
creased.

It may fairly be believed that a cer-
tain number of Americans pursue a pe-
culiar form of worship from habit more
than from conviction. In the United
States the sovereign authority is reli-
gious, and consequently hypocrisy must
be common; but there is no country in
the world where the Christian religion
retains a greater influence over the souls
of men than in America; and there can be
no greater proof of its utility and of its
conformity to human nature than that its
influence is powerfully felt over the
most enlightened and free nation of the
earth.

I have remarked that the American
clergy in general, without even except-
ing those who do not admit religious
liberty, are all in favor of civil freedom;
but they do not support any particular
political system. They keep aloof from
parties and from public affairs. In the
United States religion exercises butlittle
influence upon the laws and upon the
details of public opinion; but it directs
the customs of the community, and, by
regulating domestic life, it regulates the
state....

Religion in America takes no direct
part in the government of society, but it
must be regarded as the first of their
political institutions; for if it does not
impart a taste for freedom, it facilitates
the use of it. Indeed, it is in this same
point of view that the inhabitants of the
United States themselves look upon re-
ligious belief. I do not know whether all
Americans have a sincere faith in their
religion—{for who can search the human
heart?—but I am certain that they hold it
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to be indispensable to the maintenance
of republican institutions. This opinion
is not peculiar to a class of citizens or to
a party, but it belongs to the whole
nation and to every rank of society....5

There are persons in France who
look upon republican institutions only
as a means of obtaining grandeur; they
measure the immense space that sepa-
rates their vices and misery from power
and riches, and they aim to fill up this
gulf with ruins, that they may pass over
it. These men are the condottieri of
liberty, and fight for their own advan-
tage, whatever the colors they wear. The
republic will stand long enough, they
think, todraw them up out of their present
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submissive to the Deity?6

On the Interaction of the Civil and the
Political

There is only one country on the
face of the earth where the citizens enjoy
unlimited freedom of association for
political purposes. This same country is
the only one in the world where the
continual exercise of the right of asso-
ciation has been introduced into civil
life and where all the advantages which
civilization can confer are procured by
means of it.

In all the countries where political
associations are prohibited, civil asso-

Thus the most democratic country on the face of
the earthisthatin which men have, in our time, carried
to the highest perfection the art of pursuing in com-
mon the object of their common desire and have
applied this new science to the greatest number of
purposes. Is this the result of accident, or is there in
reality any necessary connection between the principle

of association and that of equality?
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degradation. It is not to these that I
address myself. But there are others
who look forward to a republican form
of government as a tranquil and lasting
state, towards which modern society is
daily impelled by the ideas and manners
of the time, and who sincerely desire to
prepare men to be free. When these men
attack religious opinions, they obey the
dictates of their passions and not of their
interests. Despotism may govern with-
out faith, but liberty cannot. Religion is
much more necessary in the republic
which they set forth in glowing colors
than in the monarchy which they attack;
it is more needed in democratic repub-
lics than inany others. How isit possible
that society should escape destruction if
the moral tie is not strengthened in pro-
portion as the political tie is relaxed?
And what can be done with a people who
are their own masters if they are not

ciations are rare. It is hardly probable
that this is the result of accident, but the
inference should rather be that there is a
natural and perhaps a necessary connec-
tion between these two kinds of associa-
tions.

Certain men happen to have a com-
mon interest in some concern; either a
commercial undertaking is to be man-
aged, or some speculation in manufac-
tures to be tried: they meet, they com-
bine, and thus, by degrees, they become
familiar with the principle of associa-
tion. The greater the multiplicity of
small affairs, the more do men, even
without knowing it, acquire facility in
prosecuting great undertakings in com-
mon.

Civil associations, therefore, facili-
tate political association; but, on the
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other hand, political association singu-
larly strengthens and improves associa-
tions for civil purposes. In civil life
every man may, strictly speaking, fancy
that he can provide for his own wants; in
politics he can fancy no such thing.
When a people, then, have any knowl-
edge of public life, the notion of associa-
tion and the wish to coalesce present
themselves every day to the minds of the
whole community; whatever natural re-
pugnance may restrain men from acting
in concert, they will always be ready to
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tions they have thus acquired and make
them subservient to a thousand purposes.
Thus it is by the enjoyment of a danger-
ous freedom that the Americans learn
the art of rendering the dangers of free-
dom less formidable....8

The Governmental Challenge

There are no countries in which
associations are more needed to prevent
the despotism of faction or the arbitrary
power of a prince than those which are

The morals and the intelligence of a democratic
people would be as much endangered as its business
and manufactures if the government ever wholly
usurped the place of private companies.

combine for the sake of a party. Thus
political life makes the love and practice
of association more general; it imparts a
desire of union and teaches the means of
combination to numbers of men who
otherwise would have always lived
apart....7

Is it enough to observe these things
separately, or should we not discover
the hidden tie that connects them? In
their political associations the Ameri-
cans, of all conditions, minds, and ages,
daily acquire a general taste for associa-
tion and grow accustomed to the use of
it. There they meet together in large
numbers, they converse, they listen to
one another, and they are mutually stimu-
lated to all sorts of undertakings. They
afterwards transfer to civil life the no-
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democratically constituted. In aristo-
cratic nations the body of the nobles and
the wealthy are in themselves natural
associations which check the abuses of
power. In countries where such associa-
tions do not exist, if private individuals
cannot create an artificial and temporary
substitute for them I can see no perma-
nent protection against the most galling
tyranny; and a great people may be op-
pressed with impunity by a small faction
or by a single individual....?

A government might perform the
part of some of the largest American
companies, and several states, members
of the Union, have already attempted it;
but what political power could ever carry
on the vast multitude of lesser undertak-
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ings which the American citizens per-
form every day, with the assistance of
the principle of association? Itis easy to
foresee that the time is drawing near
when man will be less and less able to
produce, by himself alone, the common-
est necessaries of life. The task of the
governing power will therefore perpetu-
ally increase, and its very efforts will
extend it every day. The more it stands
in the place of associations, the more
will individuals, losing the notion of
combining together, require its assis-
tance: these are causes and effects that
unceasingly create each other. Will the
administration of the country ultimately
assume the management of all the manu-
factures which no single citizen is able
to carry on? And if a time at length
arrives when, in consequence of the ex-
treme subdivision of landed property,
the soil is split into an infinite number of
parcels, so that it can be cultivated only
by companies of tillers, will it be neces-
sary that the head of the government
should leave the helm of state to follow
the plow? The morals and the intelli-
gence of a democratic people would be
as much endangered as its business and
manufactures if the government ever
wholly usurped the place of private com-
panies....
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