DE TOCQUEVILLE, DEMOCRACY, AND THE CRYSTALLIZATION OF
AMERICAN CIVIL SOCIETY
Alexis de Tocqueville was only one of dozens of foreign visitors to America during
the first three decades of the nineteenth century who recorded and published their
observations of that unique experiment in political and economic democracy. Unlike
most of them, however, he peered through the superficialities of the country's often
rude manners to analyze the underlying forces of change and stability and the structure
of its fundamental institutions.
De Tocqueville viewed democracy as more than an accident of location and
resources. He wrote, "with a mind constantly occupied by a single thought -- that the
advent of democracy as a governing power in the world's affairs, universal and
irresistible, was at hand" (Tocqueville [1848] 1945, I:ix). And as he wrote and observed,
the French and English democratic experiments were never far from his mind. Indeed,
the purpose of his investigation was explicitly didactic:
The first of the duties that are at this time imposed upon those who direct our
affairs is to educate democracy, to reawaken, if possible, its religious beliefs; to
purify its morals; to mold its actions; to substitute and knowledge of statecraft
for its inexperience, and an awareness of its true interest for its blind instincts, to
adapt its government to time and place, and to modify it according to men and
conditions. A new science of politics is needed for a new world (De Tocqueville
[1835] 1945, I: 7.
Although he kept up a running commentary on French and English society and politics
throughout Democracy, he did not turn his full energies to interpreting the history of
his own country in light of his American experience until the 1850s, with the publication
of L'Ancien regime et la revolution.
One of the most striking passages in that later work deals explicitly with one of the
dominating, if implicit, themes in Democracy.
The form of tyranny sometimes described as "democratic despotism" (it would
have been unthinkable in the Middle Ages) was championed by the Economists
well before the Revolution. They were for abolishing all hierarchies, all class
distinctions, all differences of rank, and the nation was to be composed of
individuals almost exactly alike and unconditionally equal. In this
undiscriminating mass was to reside, theoretically, the sovereign power; yet it
was to be carefully deprived of any means of controlling or even supervision the
activities of its own government. For above it was a single authority, its
mandatary, which was entitled to do anything and everything in its name
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without consulting it. This authority could not be controlled by public opinion
since public opinion had no means of making itself heard; the State was a law
unto itself and nothing short of a revolution could break its tyranny. De jure it
was a subordinate agent; de facto, a master (de Tocqueville 1858, 163).
What he was describing here was, in effect, a democratic state without acomplementary
democratic society.
Because he only encountered America once the struggles that had brought its system
of public and private institutions into being were largely complete, he seems to have
been unaware of the extent to which American democracy had skirted the condition of
democratic despotism -- and that it was only an extraordinary combination of
circumstances that had led it in towards the general acceptance of associations as
preferred vehicles of collective action. Perhaps he suffered the social scientist's
propensity (albeit, in a primordial form) to overlook events in order to focus on the
normative aspects of the American institutional system. This, however, he captured
with remarkable, if selective, accuracy.
Tocqueville's selectiveness cannot, of course, be ignored. In a very real sense he was
like the painters of this period in his ability to present a scene that was marvelously
detailed, lifelike, and, as it were, illuminated from within by a conviction of the unity of
all things. But the serene compositions of Fitzhugh Lane, Heade, and Frederic Church
are, like Tocqueville's America, expressions of an artistic imagination which,
appearances notwithstanding, was ever ready to simplify a messy, complex, and often
incomprehensible reality for the sake of its ideals. Like an artist who viewpoint on a
scene was ultimately determined by where he stood in relation to it, Tocqueville was
also limited by the places he saw, the people he interviewed, and the books he read.
And, as his journals indicate, his efforts tended to favor soliciting the views of persons
of the Federalist/Whig persuasion (Pierson 1959; Mayer, ed., 1960).
The result was not, however, a simple reiteration of the views of James Kent, Joseph
Story, or Jared Sparks, who --despite their deep knowledge of American institutions
and their history, were too hopelessly parochial for the young Frenchman.
Tocqueville's mission was ultimately a comparative one; and to serve its purposes, no
American, however knowledgeable, could supply him with all the information he
needed. Nevertheless, for all of its close observation, historical grounding, and concrete
detail, Tocqueville's depiction of American democracy verged close to being a kind of
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Whig utopia, a nation of popularly elected governments whose potential excesses (an
overly strong central state, on the one hand, and the "tyranny of the majority, on the
other) were mitigated in part by its structure (is division of power among the branches
of the federal government and the conceding of important areas of sovereignty to the
states), but even more importantly, by its associational civic culture.
In Tocqueville's view, the formal institutions of democracy and capitalism left
individuals helpless against the electoral power of the majority as expressed through
the actions of the State. What redeemed the system from "democratic despotism" were,
on the one hand, the legal tolerance for voluntary associations "of every sort" and, on
the other, the values, habits, and attitudes which determined the ways in which these
institutions were used. But the most fascinating aspect of Tocqueville's model of civil
society is the way its various components fit together: family and community life and
the churches, act to shape private moral and perceptual agendas and direct them
towards the public sphere; civil and commercial associations and the press act as
vehicles for shaping and focusing public action outside the formal realms of politics and
government; political associations and parties in turn act as the bases for forming the
electoral coalitions on which formal governmental action is based. None were
freestanding: they fit together like the pieces of a Chinese puzzle.
How far America had travelled in the decades between 1789 and 1830 -- between
Federalist #10 and the controversy over the legitimacy of "self-created associations" and
Tocqueville's proclamation of their universality and ubiquity!

PARTIES IN THE UNITED STATES
The political parties I style great are those which cling to principles rather than to their
consequences; to general and not to special cases; to ideas and not to men. These parties are
usually distinguished by nobler features, more generous passions, more genuine convictions, and
a more bold and open conduct than the others. In them private interest, which always plays the
chief part in political passions, is more studiously veiled under the pretext of the public good;
and it may even be sometimes concealed from the eyes of the very persons whom it excites and
impels.
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Minor parties, on the other hand, are generally deficient in political good faith. As they are
not sustained or dignified by lofty purposes, they ostensibly display the selfishness of their
character in their actions. They glow with a factitious zeal; their language is vehement, but their
conduct is timid and irresolute. The means which they employ are as wretched as the end at
which they aim. Hence it happens that when a calm state succeeds a violent revolution, great
men seem suddenly to disappear and the powers of the human mind lie concealed. Society is
convulsed by great parties, it is only agitated by minor ones; it is torn by the former, by the
latter it is degraded; and if the first sometimes save it by a salutary perturbation, the last
invariably disturb it to no good end.
America has had great parties, but has them no longer; and if her happiness is thereby
considerably increased, her morality has suffered. When the War of Independence was
terminated and the foundations of the new government were to be laid down, the nation was
divided between two opinions -- two opinions which are as old as the world and which are
perpetually to be met with, under different forms and various names, in all free communities,
the one tending to limit, the other to extend indefinitely, the power of the people. The conflict
between these two opinions never assumed that degree of violence in America which it has
frequently displayed elsewhere. Both parties of the Americans were agreed upon the most
essential points; and neither of them had to destroy an old constitution or to overthrow the
structure of society in order to triumph. In neither of them, consequently, were a great number of
private interests affected by success or defeat: but moral principles of a high order, such as the
love of equality and of independence, were concerned in the struggle, and these sufficed to kind
violent passions.
The party that desired to limit the power of the people, endeavored to apply its doctrines
more especially to the Constitution of the Union, whence it derived its name of Federal. The
other party, which affected to be exclusively attached to the cause of liberty, took that of
Republican. America is the land of democracy, and the Federalists, therefore, were always in a
minority; but they reckoned on their side almost all the great men whom the War of
Independence had produced, and their moral power was very considerable. Their cause,
moreover, was favored by circumstances. The ruin of the first Confederation had impressed the
people with a dread of anarchy, and the Federalists profited by this transient disposition of the
multitude. For ten or twelve years, they were at the head of affairs, and they were able to apply
some, though not all, of their principles; for the hostile current was becoming form day to day
too violent to be checked. In 1801 the Republicans got possession of the government: Thomas
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Jefferson was elected President; and he increased the influence of their party by the weight of
his great name, the brilliance of his talents, and his immense popularity.
The means by which the Federalists had maintained their position were artificial, and their
resources were temporary; it was by the virtues or the talents of their leaders, as well as by
fortunate circumstances, that they had risen to power. When the Republicans attained that
station in their turn, their opponents were overwhelmed by utter defeat. An immense majority
declared itself against the retiring party, and the Federalists found themselves in so small a
minority that they at once despaired of future success.. From that moment the Republican or
Democratic Party had proceeded from conquest to conquest, until it has acquired absolute
supremacy in the country. The Federalists, perceiving that they were vanquished, without
resource, and isolated in the midst of the nation, fell into two divisions, of which one joined the
victorious Republicans, and the other laid down their banner and changed their name. Many
years have elapsed since they wholly ceased to exist as a party. . . .
In the absence of great parties the United States swarms with lesser controversies, and
public opinion is divided into a thousand minute shades of difference upon questions of detail.
The pains that are taken to create parties are inconceivable, and at the present day it is no easy
task. In the United States there is no religious animosity, because all religion is respected and no
sect is predominant; there is no jealousy of rank, because people are everything and non can
contest their authority; lastly, there is no public misery to serve as a means of agitation, because
the physical position of the country opens so wide a field to industry than man only needs to be
let alone to accomplish prodigies. Nevertheless, ambitious men will succeed in creating parties,
since it is difficult to eject a person from authority upon the mere ground that this place is
coveted by others. All the skills of the actors in the political world lies in the art of creating
parties. A political aspirant in the United States begins by discerning his own interest, and
discovering those other interests which may be collected around and amalmagated with it. He
then contrives to find out some doctrine or principle that may suit the purposes of this new
association, which he adopts in order to bring forward his party and secure its popularity. . . . .
.
REMAINS OF THE ARISTOCRATIC PARTY IN THE UNITED STATES.
Secret opposition of wealthy individuals to democracy -- Their retirement -- Their taste for
exclusive pleasures and for luxury at home -- Their simplicity abroad -- Their affected
condescension towards the people.
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It sometimes happens in a people among whom various opinions prevail that the balance of
parties is lost and one of them obtains an irresistible preponderance, overpowers all obstacles,
annihilates its opponents, and appropriates all the resources of society to its own use. . . .
This is what occurred in America; when the democratic party got the upper hand, it took
exclusive possession of the conduct of affairs, and from that time the laws and customs of
society have been adapted to its caprices. At the present day the more affluent classes of
society have no influence in political affairs; and wealth, far from conferring a right, is rather a
cause of unpopularity than a means of attaining power. The rich abandon the lists, through
unwillingness to contend, and frequently to contend in vain, against the poorer classes of their
fellow citizens. As they cannot occupy in public a position equivalent to what they hold in
private life, they abandon the former and give themselves up to the latter; and they constitute a
private society in the state which has its own tastes and pleasures. They submit to this state of
things as an irremediable evil, but they are careful not to show that they are galled by its
continuance; one often hears them laud the advantages of a republican government and
democratic institutions when they are in public. Next to hating their enemies, men are most
inclined to flatter them. . . .
But beneath this artificial enthusiasm and these obsequious attentions to the preponderating
power, it is easy to perceive that the rich have a hearty dislike of the democratic institutions of
their country. The people form a power which they at once fear and despise. . . .
The two chief weapons that parties use in order to obtain success are he newspapers and
public associations.

POLITICAL ASSOCIATIONS IN THE UNITED STATES
In no country in the world has the principle of association been more successfully 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.
The citizen of the United States is taught from infancy to rely upon his own exertions in
order to resist the evils and 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
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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
thorough-fare and the circulation of vehicles is hindered, the neighbors immediately form
themselves 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.
I shall have occasion hereafter to show the effects of association in civil life; I confine myself
for the present to the political world. When once the right of association is recognized, the
citizens may use it in different ways.
An association consists simply in the public assent which a number of individuals give to
certain doctrines and in the engagement which they contract to promote in a certain manner the
spread of those doctrines. The right of associating in this fashion almost merges with freedom of
the press, but societies thus formed possess more authority than the press. When an opinion is
represented by a society, it necessarily assumes a more exact and explicitly form. It numbers its
partisans and engages them in its cause; they, one the other hand, become acquainted with one
another, and their zeal is increased by their number. An association united into one channel the
efforts of divergent ends and urges them vigorously towards the one end which it clearly points
out.
The second degree in the exercise of the right of association is the power of meeting. When
an association is allowed to establish centers of action at certain important points in the
country, its activity is increased and its influence extended. Men have the opportunity of seeing
one another; means of execution are combined; and opinions are maintained with a warmth and
energy that written language can never attain.
Lastly, in the exercise of the right of political association there is a third degree: the
partisans of an opinion may united in electoral bodies and choose delegates to represent them
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in a central assembly. This is, properly speaking, the application of the representative system to
a party.
Thus, in the first instance, a society is formed between individuals professing the same
opinion, and the tie that keeps it together is of a purely intellectual nature. In the second case,
small assemblies are formed, which represent only a fraction of the party. Lastly, in the third
case, they constitute, as it were, a separate nation in the midst of a nation, a government within
a government. Their delegates, like the real delegates of the majority, represent the whole
collective force of their party, and like them, also, have an appearance of nationality and all the
moral power that results from it. It is true that they have not the right, like the others, of making
the laws; but they have the power of attacking those which are in force and of drawing up
beforehand those which ought to be enacted. . . .
It must be acknowledged that the unrestrained liberty of political association has not
hitherto produced in the United States the fatal results that might perhaps be expected from it
elsewhere. The right of association was imported from England, and it has always existed in
America; the exercise of this privilege is now incorporated with the manners and customs of the
people. At the present time the liberty of association has become the necessary guarantee
against the tyranny of the majority. In the United States, as soon as a party has become
dominant, all public authority passes into its hands; its private supporters occupy all the
offices and have all the force of the administration at their disposal. As the most distinguished
members of the opposite party cannot surmount the barrier that excludes them from power,
they must establish themselves outside of it and oppose the whole moral authority of the
minority to the physical power that domineers over it. Thus a dangerous expedient is used to
obviate a still more formidable danger.
The omnipotence of the majority appears to me to be so full of peril to the American
republics that the dangerous means used to bridle it seem to be more advantageous than
prejudicial. . . . 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 democratically
constituted. In aristocratic nations the body of nobles and the wealthy are in themselves natural
associations which check abuses of power. In countries where such associations do not exist, if
private individuals cannot create an artificial and temporary substitute for them I can see no
permanent protection against the most galling tyranny; and a great people may be oppressed
with impunity by a small faction or by a single individual. . . .
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It cannot be denied that the unrestrained liberty of association for political purposes is the
privilege which a people is longest in learning how to exercise. If it does not throw a nation into
anarchy, it perpetually augments the chances of that calamity. On one point, however, this
perilous liberty offers a security against dangers of another kind; in countries where associations
are free, secret societies are unknown. In America there are factions, but no conspiracies.
Different ways in which the right of association is understood in Europe and in the United
States -- Different use which is made of it.
The most natural privilege of man, next to the right of acting for himself, is that of combining
his exertions with those of his fellow creatures and of acting in common with them. The right of
association therefore appears to me almost as inalienable in its nature as the right of personal
liberty. NO legislator can attack it without impairing the foundations of society. Nevertheless, if
the liberty of association is only a source of advantage and prosperity to some nations, it may
be perverted or carried to excess by other, and from an element of life may be changed into a
cause of destruction. . . .
Most Europeans look upon association as a weapon which is to be hastily fashioned and
immediately tired in the conflict. A society is formed for discussion, but the idea of impending
action prevails in the minds of all those who constitute it. It is, in fact, an army; and the time
given to speech serves to reckon up the strength and to animate the courage of the host, after
which they march against the enemy. To the persons who compose it, resources which lie within
the bounds of law may suggest themselves as means of success, but never as the only means.
Such, however, is not the manner in which the right of association is understood in the
United States. In America the citizens who form the minority associate in order, first, to show
their numerical strength and so to diminish the moral power of the majority; and, secondly, to
stimulate competition and thus to discover those arguments that are most fitted to act upon the
majority; for they always entertain hopes of drawing over the majority over to their own side,
and then controlling the supreme power in its name. Political associations in the United States
are therefore peaceable in their intentions and strictly legal in the means which they employ; and
they assert with perfect truth that they aim at success only by lawful expedients. . . .
But the most powerful of the causes that tend to mitigate the violence of political
associations in the United States is universal suffrage. In countries in which universal suffrage
exists, the majority is never doubtful, because neither party can reasonably pretend to represent
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that portion of the community which has not voted. The associations know as well as the
nation at large that they do not represent the majority. This results, indeed, from the very fact
of their existence; for it they did represent the preponderating power, they would change the
law instead of soliciting its reform. The consequence of this is that the moral influence of the
government which they attack is much increased, and their own power is much enfeebled. . . .
In Europe associations consider themselves, in some degree, as the legislative and executive
council of the people, who are unable to speak for themselves; moved by this belief, they act
and they command. In America, where they represent in the eyes of all only a minority of the
nation, they argue and petition. . . .
The Americans have also established a government in their associations, but it is invariably
borrowed from the forms of civil administration. The independence of each individual is
recognized; as in society, all the members advance at the same time towards the same end, but
they are not all obliged to follow the same track. No one abjures the exercise of his reasons and
free will, but everyone exerts that reason and will to promote a common undertaking.

OF THE USE WHICH THE AMERICANS MAKE OF PUBLIC ASSOCIATIONS IN
CIVIL LIFE
. . .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 dispositions constantly form associations. They have not only commercial and
manufacturing companies, in which all take part, but associations of a thousand other kinds,
religious, moral, serious, futile, general or restricted, enormous or diminutive. 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. If it is 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 I had no previous
notion; and I have often admired the extreme skill with which the inhabitants of the United
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States succeed in proposing a common object for the exertions of a great many men and
inducing them to voluntarily pursue it.
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 Americans form associations or the smallest undertakings. It is evident that
the former people consider association as a powerful 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
desires 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?
Aristocratic communities always contain, among a multitude of persons who by themselves
are powerless, a small number of powerful and wealthy citizens, each of whom can achieve
great undertakings single-handed. In aristocratic societies men do not need to combine in order
to act, because they are strongly held together. Every wealthy and powerful citizen constitutes
the head of a permanent and compulsory association, composed of all those who are
dependent upon him or whom he makes subservient to the execution of his designs.
Among democratic nations, on the contrary, all the citizens are independent and feeble; they
can hardly do anything by themselves, and none of them can oblige his fellow men to lend him
their assistance. They all, therefore, become powerless if they do not learn voluntarily to help
one another. If men living in democratic countries had no right and no inclination to associate
for political purposes, their independence would be in great jeopardy, but they might long
preserve their wealth and their cultivation: whereas if they never acquired the habit of forming
associations in ordinary life, civilization itself would be endangered. A people among whom
individuals lost the power of achieving great things single-handed, without acquiring the means
of producing them by united exertions, would soon relapse into barbarism. . . .
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 undertakings which the American citizens
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perform every day, with the assistance of the principle of association? It is easy to foresee that
the time is drawing near when mean will be less and less able to produce, by himself alone, the
commonest necessaries of life. The task of the governing power will therefore perpetually
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
assistance: these are the causes and effects which unceasingly create each other. Will the
administration of the country ultimately assume the management of all the manufactures which
no single citizen is able to carry on? And if a time at length arrives when, in consequence of the
extreme 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 necessary that the head of
government should eave the helm of state to follow the plow? The morals and intelligence of a
democratic people would be as much endangered as its business and manufactures if the
government ever usurped the place of private companies.
Feelings and opinions are recruited, the heart is enlarged, and the human mind is developed
only by the reciprocal influence of men upon one another. I have shown that these influences are
almost null in democratic countries; they must therefore be artificially created, and this can only
be accomplished by associations.
When the members of an aristocratic community adopt a new opinion or conceive a new
sentiment, they give it a station, as it were, beside themselves, upon the lofty platform where
they stand; and opinions or sentiments so conspicuous to the eyes of the multitude are easily
introduced into the minds and hearts of all around. In democratic counties the governing power
alone is naturally in a condition to act in this manner, but it is easy to see that its action is
always inadequate, and often dangerous. A government can no more be competent to keep alive
and renew the circulation of opinions and feelings among a great people than to manage all the
speculations of productive industry. No sooner does a government attempt to go beyond its
political sphere and to enter upon this new track than it exercises even unintentionally, an
insupportable tyranny; for a government can only dictate strict rules, the opinions which it
favors are rigidly enforced, and it is never easy to discriminate between its advice and its
commands. Worse still will be the case if the government really believes itself interested in
preventing all circulation of ideas; it will then stand motionless and oppressed by the heaviness
of voluntary torpor. Governments, therefore, should not be the only active powers; associations
ought, in democratic nations, to stand in lieu of those powerful private individuals whom the
equality of conditions has swept away.
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As soon as several of the inhabitants of the United States have taken up an opinion or a
feeling which they wish to promote in the world, they look out for mutual assistance; and as
soon as they have found one another out, they combine. From that moment, they are no longer
isolated men, but a power seen from afar, whose actions serve for an example and whose
language is listened to. The first time I heard in the United States that a hundred thousand men
had bound themselves publicly to abstain from spirituous liquors, it appeared o me more like a
joke than a serious engagement, and I did not at once perceive why these temperate citizens did
not content themselves with drinking water by their own firesides. I at last understood that
these hundred thousand Americans, alarmed by the progress of drunkenness around them, had
made up their minds to patronize temperance. They acted in just the same way as a man of
high rank who should dress very plainly in order to inspire the humbler orders with a contempt
of luxury. It is probable that if these hundred thousand men had lived in France, each of them
would singly have memorialized the government to watch the public houses all over the
kingdom.
Nothing, in my opinion, is more deserving of our attention than the intellectual and moral
associations of America. The political and industrial associations of that country strike us
forcibly; but the others elude our observation, or if we discover them, we understand them
imperfectly because we have hardly ever seen anything of the kind. It must be acknowledged,
however, that they are as necessary to the American people as the former, and perhaps 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 so, the art of associating
together must grow and improve in the same ratio in which the equality of conditions is
increased.

OF THE RELATION BETWEEN PUBLIC ASSOCIATIONS AND THE NEWSPAPERS
When men are no longer united among themselves by firm and lasting ties, it is impossible to
obtain the co-operation of any great number of them unless you can persuade every man whose
help you require that his private interest obliges him voluntarily to unite his exertions to the
exertions of all the others. This can be habitually and conveniently effected only by means of a
newspaper; nothing but a newspaper can drop the same thought into a thousand minds at the
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same moment. A newspaper is an adviser that does not require to be sought, but that comes of
its own accord and talks to you briefly every day of the common weal, without distracting you
from your private affairs.
Newspapers therefore become more necessary in proportion as men become more equal and
individualism more to be feared. To suppose that they only serve to protect freedom would be
to diminish their importance: they maintain civilization. I shall not deny that in democratic
countries newspapers frequently lead the citizens to launch together into very ill-digested
schemes; but if there were no newspapers there would be no common activity. The evil which
they produce is therefore much less than that which they cure.
The effect of a newspaper is not only to suggest the same purpose to a great number of
persons, but to furnish means for executing in common the designs which they may have singly
conceived. The principle citizens who inhabit an aristocratic country discern each other from
afar; and if they wish to unite their forces, they move towards each other, drawing a multitude
of men after them. In democratic countries, on the contrary, it frequently happens that a great
number of men who wish or who want to combine cannot accomplish it because they are very
insignificant and lost amid the crowd, they cannot see and do not know where to find one
another. A newspaper than takes up the notion or the feeling that had occurred simultaneously,
but singly, to each of them. All are then immediately guided towards this beacon; and these
wandering minds, which had long sought each other in darkness, at length meet and united. The
newspaper brought them together, and the newspaper is still necessary to keep them united.
In order that an association among a democratic people should have any power, it must be a
numerous body. The persons of whom it is composed are therefore scattered over a wide extent,
and each of them is detained in the place of his domicile by the narrowness of his income or by
the small unremitting exertions by which he earns it. Means must then be found to converse
every day without seeing one another, and to take steps in common without having met. Thus
hardly any democratic association can do without newspapers.
Consequently, there is a necessary connection between public associations and newspapers:
newspapers make associations, and associations make newspapers; and if it has been correctly
advanced that associations will increase in number as the conditions of men become more equal,
it is not less certain that the number of newspapers increases in proportion to that of
associations. Thus it in America that we find at the same time the greatest number of
associations and of newspapers. . . .
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The extraordinary subdivision of administrative power has much more to do with the
enormous number of American newspapers than the great political freedom of the country and
the absolute liberty of the press. If all the inhabitants of the Union had the suffrage, but a
suffrage which should extend only to the choice of their legislators in Congress, they would
require but few newspapers, because they would have to act together only on very important,
but very rare occasions. But within the great national association lesser associations have been
established by law in every county, every city, and indeed every village, for the purpose of local
administration. The laws of the country thus compel every American to co-operate every day of
his life with some of his fellow citizens for a common purpose, and each one of them requires a
newspaper to inform him what all the others are doing. . . .
In a like manner I should attribute the increasing influence of the daily press to causes more
general than those by which it is commonly explained. A newspaper can survive only on the
condition of publishing sentiments or principles common to a large number of men. A
newspaper, therefore, always represents an association that is composed of its habitual
readers. The association may be more or less defined, more or less restricted, more or less
numerous; but the fact that the newspaper keeps live is a proof that at least the germ on an
association exists in the minds of its readers.
This leads me to one last reflection, with which I conclude this chapter. The more equal the
conditions of men become and the less strong men individually are, the more easily they give
way to the current of the multitude and the more difficult it is for them to adhere by themselves
to an opinion which the multitude discard. A newspaper represents an association; it may be
said to address each of its readers in the name of all the others and to exert its influence over
them in proportion to their individual weakness. The power of the newspaper press must
therefore increase as the social condition of men become more equal.

RELATION OF CIVIL TO POLITICAL ASSOCIATIONS
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 association has been introduced into civil life and where all the
advantages which civilization can confer are procured by means of it.
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In all the countries where political associations are prohibited, civil associations 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 necessary connection between these two kinds of associations.
Certain men happen to have a common interest in some concern; either a commercial
undertaking is to be managed, or some speculation in manufactures is to be tried: they meet,
they combine, and thus, by degrees, they become familiar with the principle of association. The
greater the multiplicity of small affairs, the more do men, even without knowing it, acquire
facility in prosecuting great undertakings in common.
Civil associations, therefore, facilitate political association; but, on the other hand, political
association singularly strengthens and improves associations 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 knowledge of public life, the notion of
associations and the wish to coalesce present themselves every day to the minds of the whole
community; whatever natural repugnance may restrain men from acting in concert, they will
always be ready to 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.
Politics gave birth not only to numerous associations, but to associations of great extent. In
civil life it seldom happens that any one interest draws a very large number of men to act in
concert; much skill is required to bring such an interest into existence; but in politics,
opportunities present themselves every day. Now, it is solely in great associations that a general
value of the principle of association is displayed. Citizens who are individually powerless do
not very clearly anticipate the strength that they may acquire by uniting together; it must be
shown to them in order to be understood. Hence it is often easier to collect a multitude for a
public purpose than a few persons; a thousand citizens do not see what interest that have in
combining together; ten thousand will be perfectly aware of it. In politics men combine for great
undertakings, and the use they make of the principle of association in important affairs
practically teaches them that it is their interest to help one another in those of less moment. A
political association draws a number of individuals at the same time out of their own circle;
however they may be naturally kept asunder by age, mind, and fortune, it places them nearer
together and brings them into contact. Once met, they can always meet again.
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Men embark in few civil partnerships without risking a portion of their possessions; this is
the case with all manufacturing and trading companies. When men are as yet but little versed in
the art of association and are acquainted with its principle rules, they are afraid, when first
they combine in this manner, of buying their experience dear. They therefore prefer depriving
themselves of a powerful instrument of success to running the risks that attend the use of it.
They are less reluctant, however, to join political associations, which appear to them to be
without danger because they risk no money in them. But they cannot belong to these
associations for any length of time without finding out how order is maintained among a large
number of men and by what contrivance they are made to advance, harmoniously and
methodically, to the same object. Thus they learn to surrender their own will to that of all the
rest and to make their own exertions subordinate to the common impulse, things which it is not
less necessary to know in civil than in political associations. Political associations may therefore
be considered as large free schools, where all the members of the community go to learn the
general theory of association.
But even if political association did not directly contribute to the progress of civil
association, to destroy the former would be to impair the latter. When citizens can meet in
public only for certain purposes, they regard such meetings as a strange proceeding of rare
occurrence, and they rarely at all think about it. When they are allowed to meet freely for all
purposes, they ultimately look upon public association as universal, or in a manner the sole,
means that men can employ to accomplish the different purposes they may have in view. Every
new want instantly revives the notion. The art of association then becomes, as I have said
before, the mother of action, studied and applied by all.
When some kinds of associations are prohibited and others allowed, it is difficult to
distinguish the former from the latter beforehand. In this state of doubt men abstain from them
altogether, and a sort of public opinion passes current which tends to cause any association
whatsoever to be regarded as a bold and almost illicit enterprise.
It is therefore chimerical to suppose that the spirit of association, when it is repressed on
some one point, will nevertheless display the same vigor on all others; and that if men be
allowed to prosecute certain undertakings in common, that is quite enough for them eagerly to
set about them. When the members of a community are allowed and accustomed to combine for
all purposes, they will combine as readily for the lesser as for the more important ones; but if
they are allowed to combine only for small affairs, they will be neither inclined nor able to effect
it. It is in vain that you will leave them entirely free to prosecute their business on joint-stock
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account; they will hardly care to avail themselves of the rights you have granted them; and after
having exhausted your strength in vain efforts to put down prohibited associations, you will be
surprised that you cannot persuade men to form the associations you encourage.
I do not say that there can be no civil associations in a country where political association is
prohibited, for men can never live in society without embarking in some common undertakings;
but I maintain that in such a country civil associations will always be few in number, feebly
planned, unskillfully managed, that they will never form any vast designs, or that they will fail
in the execution of them.
This naturally leads me to think that freedom of association in political matters is not so
dangerous to public tranquillity as is supposed, and that possibly, after having agitated society
for some time, it may strengthen the state in the end. In democratic countries political
associations are, so to speak, the only powerful persons who aspire to rule the state.
Accordingly, the governments of our time look upon associations of this kind just as the
sovereigns in the Middle Ages regarded the great vassals of the crown: they entertain a sort of
instinctive abhorrence of them and combat them on all occasions. They bear a natural goodwill
to civil associations, on the contrary, because they readily discover that instead of directing the
minds of the community to public affairs these institutions serve to divert them from such
reflections, and that, by engaging them more and more in the pursuit of objects which cannot be
attained without public tranquillity, they deter them from revolutions. But these governments do
not attend to the fact that political associations tend amazingly to multiply and facilitate those
of a civil character, and that in avoiding a dangerous evil they deprive themselves of an
efficacious remedy.
When you see the Americans freely and constantly forming associations for the purpose of
promoting some political principle, of raising one man to the head of affairs, or of wresting
power from another, you have some difficulty in understanding how men so independent do not
constantly fall into the abuse of freedom. If, on the other hand, you survey the infinite number of
trading companies in operation in the United States, and perceive that the Americans are on
every side unceasingly engaged in the execution of important and difficult plans, which the
slightest revolution would throw into confusion, you will readily comprehend why people so
well employed are by no means tempted to perturb the state or to destroy that public
tranquillity by which they all profit.
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It is enough to observe these things separately, or should we not discover the hidden tie that
connects them? In their political associations the Americans, of all conditions, minds, and ages,
daily acquire a general taste for association and grow accustomed to the use of it. There they
eat together in large numbers, they converse, they listen to one another, and they are mutually
stimulated to all sorts of undertakings. They afterwards transfer to civil life the notions they
have thus acquired and make them subservient to a thousand purposes. Thus it is by enjoyment
of a dangerous freedom that the Americans learn the are of rendering the dangers of freedom
less formidable.
If a certain moment in the existence of a nation is selected, it is easy to prove that political
association perturb the state and paralyze productive industry; but take the whole life of a
people, and it may perhaps be easy to demonstrate that freedom of association in political
matters is favorable to the prosperity and even to the tranquillity of the community.
I said in the former part of this work: "The unrestrained liberty of political association
cannot be entirely assimilated to the liberty of the press. The one is at the same time less
necessary and more dangerous than the other. A nation may confine it within certain limits
without ceasing to be mistress of itself, and it may sometimes be obliged to do so in order to
maintain its own authority." And further on I added: "It cannot be denied that the unrestrained
liberty of association for political purposes is the last degree of liberty which a people is fit for.
If it does not throw them into anarchy, it perpetually bring them, as it were, to the verge of it."
Thus I do not think that a nation is always at liberty to invest its citizens with an absolute right
of association for political purposes; and I doubt whether, in any country or in any age, it is
wise to set no limits to freedom of association.
A certain nation, it is said, could not maintain tranquillity in the community, cause the laws
to be respected, or establish a lasting government if the right of association were not confined
within narrow limits. These blessings are doubtless invaluable, and I can imagine that to acquire
or to preserve them a action may impose upon itself severe temporary restrictions: but still it is
well if the nation should know at what price these blessings are purchased. I can understand
that it may be advisable to cut off a man's arm in order to save his life, but it would be
ridiculous to assert that he will be as dexterous as he was before he lost it.

IN WHAT SPIRIT THE AMERICANS CULTIVATE THE ARTS
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It would be to waste the time of my readers and my own if I strove to demonstrate how
the general mediocrity of fortunes, the absence of superfluous wealth, the universal desire for
comfort, and the constant efforts by which everyone attempts to procure it make the taste for
the useful predominate over the love of the beautiful in the heart of man. Democratic nations,
among whom all these things exist, will therefore cultivate the arts that serve to render life easy
in preference to those whose object is to adorn it. They will habitually prefer the useful to the
beautiful, and they will require that the beautiful should be useful.
But I propose to go further, and, after having pointed out this first feature, to sketch
several others.
It commonly happens that in the ages of privilege the practice of almost all the arts
becomes a privilege, and that every profession is a separate sphere of action, into which it is not
allowable for everyone to enter. Even when productive industry is free, t*he fixed character that
belongs to aristocratic nations gradually segregates all the persons who practice the same art till
they form a distinct class, always composed of the same families, whose members are all
known to each other and among whom a public opinion of their own and a species of corporate
pride soon spring up. In a class or guild of this kind each artisan has not only his fortune to
make, but his reputation to preserve. He is not exclusively swayed by his own interest or even
by that of his customer, but by that of the body to which he belongs; and the interest of that
body is that each artisan should produce the best possible workmanship. In aristocratic ages
t*he object of the arts is therefore to manufacture as well as possible, not with the greatest
speed or at the lowest cost.
When, on the contrary, every profession is open to all, when a multitude of persons are
constantly embracing and abandoning it, [48] and when its several members are strangers,
indifferent to and be cause of their numbers hardly seen by each other, the social tie is
destroyed and each workman, standing alone, endeavors simply to gain the most money at the
least cost. The will of the customer is then his only limit. But at the same time a corresponding
change takes place in the customer also. In countries in which riches as well as power are
concentrated and retained in the hands of a few, the use of the greater part of this world's
goods belongs to a small number of individuals, who are always the same. Necessity, public
opinion, or moderate desires exclude all others from the enjoyment of them. As this aristocratic
class remains fixed at the pinnacle of greatness on which it stands, without diminution or
increase, it is always acted upon by the same wants and affected by them in the same manner.
The men of whom it is composed naturally derive from their superior and hereditary position a
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taste for what is extremely well made and lasting. This affects the general way of thinking of the
nation in relation to the arts. It often occurs among such a people that even the peasant will
rather go without the objects he covets than procure them in a state of imperfection. In
aristocracies, then, the handicraftsmen work for only a limited number of fastidious customers;
the profit they hope to make depends principally on the perfection of their workmanship.
Such is no longer the case when, all privileges being abolished, ranks are intermingled
and men are forever rising or sinking in the social scale. Among a democratic people a number of
citizens always exists w*hose patrimony is divided and decreasing. They have contracted,
under more prosperous circumstances, certain wants, which remain after the means of satisfying
such wants are gone; and they are anxiously looking out for some surreptitious method of
providing for them. On the other hand, there is always in democracies a large number of men
whose fortune is on the increase, but whose desires grow much faster than their fortunes, and
who gloat upon the gifts of wealth in anticipation, long before they have means to obtain them.
Such men are eager to find some short cut to these gratifications, already almost within their
reach. From the combination of these two causes the result is that in democracies there is
always a multitude of persons whose wants are above their means and who are very willing to
take up with imperfect satisfaction rather than abandon the object of their desires altogether.
[50] The artisan readily understands these passions, for he himself partakes in them. In
an aristocracy he would seek to sell his workmanship at a high price to the few; he now
conceives that the more expeditious way of getting rich is to sell them at a low price to all. But
there are only two ways of lowering the price of commodities. The first is to discover some
better, shorter, and more ingenious method of producing them; the second is to manufacture a
larger quantity of goods, nearly similar, but of less value. Among a democratic population all
the intellectual faculties of the workman are directed to these two objects: be strives to invent
methods that may enable him not only to work better, but more quickly and more cheaply; or if
he cannot succeed in that, to diminish the intrinsic quality of the thing he makes, without
rendering it wholly unfit for the use for which it is intended. When none but the wealthy had
watches, they were almost all very good ones; few are now made that are worth much, but
everybody has one in his pocket. Thus the democratic principle not only tends to direct the
human mind to the useful arts, but it induces the artisan to produce with great rapidity many
imperfect commodities, and the consumer to content himself with these commodities.
Not that in democracies the arts are incapable, in case of need, of producing wonders.
This may occasionally be so if customers appear who are ready to pay for time and trouble. In
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this rivalry of every kind of industry, in the midst of this immense competition and these
countless experiments, some excellent workmen are formed who reach the utmost limits of their
craft. But they rarely have an opportunity of showing what they can do; they are scrupulously
sparing of their powers; they remain in a state of accomplished mediocrity, which judges itself,
and, though well able to shoot beyond the mark before it, aims only at what it hits. In
aristocracies, on the contrary, workmen always do all they can; and when they stop, it is
because they have reached the limit of their art.
When I arrive in a country where I find some of the finest productions of the arts, *I learn
from this fact nothing of the social condition or of the political constitution of the country. But if
I perceive that the productions of the arts are generally of an inferior quality, very abundant,
and very cheap, I am convinced that among the people where this occurs privilege is on the
decline [51] and that ranks are beginning to intermingle and will soon become one.
The handicraftsmen of democratic ages not only endeavor to bring their useful
productions within the reach of the whole community, but strive to give to all their commodities
attractive qualities that they do not in reality possess. In the confusion of all ranks everyone
hopes to appear what he is not, and makes great exertions to succeed in this object. This
sentiment, indeed, which is only too natural to the heart of man, does not originate in the
democratic principle; but that principle applies it to material objects. The hypocrisy of virtue is
of every age, but the hypocrisy of luxury belongs more particularly to the ages of democracy.
To satisfy these new cravings of human vanity the arts have recourse to every species of
imposture; and these devices sometimes go so far as to defeat their own purpose. Imitation
diamonds are now made which may be easily mistaken for real ones; as soon as the art of
fabricating false diamonds becomes so perfect that they cannot be distinguished from real ones,
it is probable that both will be abandoned and become mere pebbles again.
This leads me to speak of those arts which are called, by way of distinction, the fine
arts. I do not believe that it is a necessary effect of a democratic social condition and of
democratic institutions to diminish the number of those who cultivate the fine arts, but these
causes exert a powerful influence on the manner in which these arts are cultivated. Many of
those who had already contracted a taste for the fine arts are impoverished; on the other hand,
many of those who are not yet rich begin to conceive that taste, at least by imitation; the number
of consumers increases, but opulent and fastidious consumers become more scarce. Something
analogous to what I have already pointed out in the useful arts then takes place in the fine arts;
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the productions of artists are more numerous, but the merit of each production is diminished.
No longer able to soar to what is great, they cultivate what is pretty and elegant, and
appearance is more attended to than reality.
In aristocracies a few great pictures are produced; in democratic countries a vast number
of insignificant ones. In the former statues are raised of bronze; in the latter, they are modeled in
plaster.
[52] When I arrived for the first time at New York, by that part of the Atlantic Ocean
which is called the East River, I was surprised to perceive along the shore, at some distance
from the city, a number of little palaces of white marble, several of which were of classic
architecture. When I went the next day to inspect more closely one which had particularly
attracted my notice, I found that its walls were of whitewashed brick, and its columns of
painted wood. All the edifices that I had admired the night before were of the same kind.
The social condition and the institutions of democracy impart, moreover, certain
peculiar tendencies to all the imitative arts, which it is easy to point out. They frequently
withdraw them from the delineation of the soul to fix them exclusively on that of the body, and
they substitute the representation of motion and sensation for that of sentiment and thought; in
a word, they put the real in the place of the ideal.
I doubt whether Raphael studied the minute intricacies of the mechanism of the human
body as thoroughly as the draftsmen of our own time. He did not attach the same importance
as they do to rigorous accuracy on this point because he aspired to surpass nature. He sought to
make of man something which should be superior to man and to embellish beauty itself. David
and his pupils, on the contrary, were as good anatomists as they were painters. They
wonderfully depicted the models that they had before their eyes, but they rarely imagined
anything beyond them; they followed nature with fidelity, while Raphael sought for something
better than nature. They have left us an exact portraiture of man, but he discloses in his works a
glimpse of the Divinity.
This remark as to the manner of treating a subject is no less applicable to its choice. The
painters of the Renaissance generally sought far above themselves, and away from their own
time, for mighty subjects, which left to their imagination an unbounded range. Our painters
often employ their talents in the exact imitation of the details of private life, which they have
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always before their eyes; and they are forever copying trivial objects, the originals of which are
only too abundant in nature.

For all of Tocqueville's desire to universalize the American democratic experience, he
constantly reminds his readers of the extent to which it is grounded in the particularities
of place and the accidents of history. Could any other nation by intention replicate the
combination of circumstances described in his chapter on "The Origin of the AngloAmericans" and "The Social Condition of the Anglo-Americans" -- in which such things
as partible inheritance, Puritan religious beliefs, a township system of settlement, and
unlimited abundance served as the forces which ultimately drove the processes of
American development.
Despite his attention to political institutions, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that
the democracy he describes is less a political system than a culture -- a unique and
unreplicatable complex of values, resources, available technology, and past experience.
He confirmed this in an 1840 letter to his friend Eugene Stoffels, in which he outlined
the "political aim" of Democracy (quoted in Mayer 1940, 51-52):
I have sought to show what a democratic people is in our days, and by this
delineation, executed with rigorous accuracy, my design has been to produce a
two-fold effect on my contemporaries. To those who make to themselves an
ideal democracy, a brilliant vision which they think it easy to realize, I undertake
to show that they have arrayed their future in false colours; that the democratic
government they advocate, if it be of real advantage to those who can support it,
has not the lofty features they ascribe to it; and, moreover, that this government
can only be maintained on certain conditions of intelligence, private morality,
and religious faith, which we [the French] do not possess; and that its political
results are not to be obtained without labour.
To those for whom the word "democracy is synonymous with disturbance,
anarchy, spoliation, and murder, I have attempted to show that the government
of democracy may be reconciled with respect for property, with deference for
rights, with safety to freedom, with reverence to religion . . . .
Still, barely beneath the surface of this luminous composition are greater levels of
complexity, ambiguity, and conflict which de Tocqueville only hints at. In one of his
opening chapters, he asserts that (I: 32)
in the English colonies of the North, more generally known as the New England
states, the two or three main ideas that now constitute the basis of the social
theory of the United States were first combined. The principles of New England
spread first to the neighboring states; they then passed successively to the more
distant ones; and at last, they, if may so speak, interpenetrated the whole
confederation. They now extend their influence beyond its limits, over the whole
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American world. The civilization of New England has been like a beacon upon a
hill, which, after it has diffused its warmth immediately around it, also tinges the
distant horizon with its glow.
But, as he suggests in the sections of Democracy in which he contrasts the North and
South, the New England way was far less extensive in its reach than he was willing to
fully concede
(I: 376-77, 379):
The stream that the Indians had distinguished by the name of Ohio, or the
Beautiful River, waters one of the most magnificent valleys which have ever
been made the abode of man. Undulating lands extend upon both shores of the
Ohio, whose soil affords inexhaustible treasures to the laborer; on either bank
the air is equally wholesome and the climate mild; and each of them forms the
extreme frontier of a vast state: that which follows the numerous windings of the
Ohio upon the left is called Kentucky; that upon the right bears the name of the
river. These two states differ only in a single respect: Kentucky has admitted
slavery, but the state of Ohio has prohibited the existence of slaves within its
borders. Thus the traveller who floats down the current of the Ohio to the spot
where the river falls into the Mississippi may be said to sail between liberty and
servitude; and a transient inspection of surrounding objects will convince him
which of the two is more favorable to humanity.
Upon the left bank of the stream the population is sparse; from time to time
one descries a troop of slaves loitering in the half-desert fields; the primeval
forest reappears at every turn; society seems to be asleep, man to be idle, and
nature alone offers a scene of activity and life.
From the right bank, on the contrary, a confused hum is heard, which
proclaims afar the presence of industry; the fields are covered with abundant
harvests; the elegance of the dwellings announces the taste and activity of the
laborers; and man appears to be in the enjoyment of that wealth and
contentment which is the reward of labor.
. . . As the same causes have been continually producing opposite effects for
the last two centuries in the British colonies of North America, they have at last
established a striking difference between the commercial capacity of the
inhabitants of the South and those of the North. At the present day it is only the
Northern states that are in possession of shipping, manufactures, railroads, and
canals. . . .
Although the South may have been backward, given the fact that in 1830 it contained
46% of the national population it is difficult to fathom Tocqueville's unwillingness to
grant its significance by moderating his claims about the ubiquity of a New Englandderived privatized associational civic culture which was clearly absent from that "halfdesert" realm. Though there is compelling evidence suggesting that the South had its
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own forms of civic culture which were based on public models, Tocqueville, reflecting
the political inclinations of his informants and his own imagination, chose to ignore it.
In a similar manner, he passed up astonishing opportunities to learn about American
institutions from individuals who stood at their forefront. They were received by
President Jackson, then in the midst of dealing with the Nullification crisis and on the
eve of his attack on the Second Bank of the United States. As George Wilson Pierson
remarked, "to students from France the duties and powers of the Presidency, as
understood by so determined an incumbent as 'Old Hickory,' might well have been
worth an investigation. But Tocqueville and Beaumont's visit was a purely social call.
What might therefore have developed into a striking interview passed agreeably in
platitudes" (Pierson 1959, 420). Similarly, though Tocqueville listened avidly to the
opinions of John Quincy Adams, he made no effort to call on James Madison, one of the
surviving Founding Fathers, who was still vigorous and politically active.
Tocqueville's account of civil society in general and of the role of voluntary
associations in particular must be read with an acute awareness of what he has chosen
to leave out. While Democracy in America tells us a great deal about the Whig vision of
civil and political society and, more concretely, about how that society worked in the
places where it was predominant, it tells us almost nothing about the diversity and
competition between institutional traditions that in fact characterized American life at
this time and that made the first half of the nineteenth century one of the most exciting
and turbulent in the development of the nation's philanthropic and voluntary
traditions.
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