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Chapter V 

 

OF THE USE WHICH THE AMERICANS MAKE 

OF PUBLIC ASSOCIATIONS IN CIVIL LIFE 

 

I DO not propose to speak of those political associations by the aid of which men endeavor to 

defend themselves against the despotic action of a majority or against the aggressions of regal 

power. That subject I have already treated. If each citizen did not learn, in proportion as he 

individually becomes more feeble and consequently more incapable of preserving his freedom 

single-handed, to combine with his fellow citizens for the purpose of defending it, it is clear that 

tyranny would unavoidably increase together with equality. 

Only those associations that are formed in civil life without reference to political objects are here 

referred to. 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 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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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 for 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 

do hardly 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. 

Unhappily, the same social condition that renders associations so necessary to democratic 

nations renders their formation more difficult among those nations than among all others. When 

several members of an aristocracy agree to combine, they easily succeed in doing so; as each of 

them brings great strength to the partnership, the number of its members may be very limited; 

and when the members of an association are limited in number, they may easily become 

mutually acquainted, understand each other, and establish fixed regulations. The same 

opportunities do not occur among democratic nations, where the associated members must 

always be very numerous for their association to have any power. 

I am aware that many of my countrymen are not in the least embarrassed by this difficulty. They 

contend that the more enfeebled and incompetent the citizens become, the more able and active 

the government ought to be rendered in order that society at large may execute what individuals 

can no longer accomplish. They believe this answers the whole difficulty, but I think they are 

mistaken. 



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 perform every 

day, with the assistance of the principle of association? It is easy to foresee that the time is 

drawing near when man 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 causes 

and effects that 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 the government should leave the helm of state to 

follow the plow? 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. 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 or hearts of all around. In democratic countries 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 to 

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. 

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 to me more like a joke than a serious 

engagement, and I did not at once perceive why these temperate citizens could 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.  

 

Chapter VII 

 
 

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. 

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 a 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 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 association 

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 give birth not only to numerous associations, but to associations of great extent. In civil 

life it seldom happens that anyone 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 the 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 they 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. 

Men can 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 unacquainted with its principal 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 

think at all about it. When they are allowed to meet freely for all purposes, they ultimately look 

upon public association as the 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 an illicit enterprise.
1
 

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 account: 

they will hardly care to avail themselves of the rights you have granted to 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 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. Is it 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 meet together in large numbers, they converse, they listen to one 
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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 the enjoyment of a dangerous freedom that the Americans learn the art 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 

associations 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 brings 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 nation may impose upon itself severe temporary restrictions: but still it is well 

that 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. 

 

Footnotes 

1 
This is more especially true when the executive government has a discretionary power of 

allowing or prohibiting associations. When certain associations are simply prohibited by law, and 

the courts of justice have to punish infringements of that law, the evil is far less considerable. 

Then every citizen knows beforehand pretty nearly what he has to expect. He judges himself 

before he is judged by the law, and, abstaining from prohibited associations, he embarks on those 

which are legally sanctioned. It is by these restrictions that all free nations have always admitted 

that the right of association might be limited. But if the legislature should invest a man with a 

power of ascertaining beforehand which associations are dangerous and which are useful and 

should authorize him to destroy all associations in the bud or to allow them to be formed, as 

nobody would be able to foresee in what cases associations might be established and in what 

cases they would be put down, the spirit of association would be entirely paralyzed. The former 

of these laws would assail only certain associations; the latter would apply to society itself, and 

inflict an injury upon it. I can conceive that a government which respects the rule of law may 

have recourse to the former, but I do not concede that any government has the right of enacting 

the latter.  



Chapter IX 

 
 

THAT THE AMERICANS APPLY THE PRINCIPLE OF SELF-INTEREST RIGHTLY 

UNDERSTOOD TO RELIGIOUS MATTERS  

If the principle of self-interest rightly understood had nothing but the present world in view, it 

would be very insufficient, for there are many sacrifices that can find their recompense only in 

another; and whatever ingenuity may be put forth to demonstrate the utility of virtue, it will 

never be an easy task to make that man live aright who has no thought of dying.  

 
 

The founders of almost all religions have held to the same language. The track they point out to 

man is the same, only the goal is more remote; instead of placing in this world the reward of the 

sacrifices they impose, they transport it to another.  

Nevertheless, I cannot believe that all those who practice virtue from religious motives are 

actuated only by the hope of a recompense. I have known zealous Christians who constantly 

forgot themselves to work with greater ardor for the happiness of their fellow men, and I have 

heard them declare that all they did was only to earn the blessings of a future state. I cannot but 

think that they deceive themselves; I respect them too much to believe them.  

Christianity, indeed, teaches that a man must prefer his neighbor to himself in order to gain 

eternal life; but Christianity also teaches that men ought to benefit their fellow creatures for the 

love of God. A sublime expression! Man searches by his intellect into the divine conception and 

sees that order is the purpose of God; he freely gives his own efforts to aid in prosecuting this 

great design and, while he sacrifices his personal interests to this consummate order of all created 

things, expects no other recompense than the pleasure of contemplating it.  

I do not believe that self-interest is the sole motive of religious men, but I believe that self-

interest is the principal means that religions themselves employ to govern men, and I do not 

question that in this way they strike the multitude and become popular. I do not see clearly why 

the principle of interest rightly understood should undermine the religious opinions of men; it 

seems to me more easy to show why it should strengthen them. Let it be supposed that in order to 

attain happiness in this world, a man combats his instincts on all occasions and deliberately 

calculates every action of his life; that instead of yielding blindly to the impetuosity of first 

desires, he has learned the art of resisting them, and that he has accustomed himself to sacrifice 

without an effort the pleasure of a moment to the lasting interest of his whole life. If such a man 

believes in the religion that he professes, it will cost him but little to submit to the restrictions it 

may impose. Reason herself counsels him to do so, and habits already formed make it easy.  

Even if he does feel some doubt about the object of his hopes, he will not easily let that hold him 

back, and he will think it wise to risk some of the good things of this world to save his claims to 

the immense inheritance promised in the next.  



"If we make a mistake by thinking the Christian religion true," Pascal has said, "we have no great 

thing to lose. But if we make a mistake by thinking it false, how dreadful is our case."  

The Americans do not affect a brutal indifference to a future state; they affect no puerile pride in 

despising perils that they hope to escape from. They therefore profess their religion without 

shame and without weakness; but even in their zeal there generally is something so indescribably 

tranquil, methodical, and deliberate that it would seem as if the head far more than the heart 

brought them to the foot of the altar.  

Not only do the Americans follow their religion from interest, but they often place in this world 

the interest that makes them follow it. In the Middle Ages the clergy spoke of nothing but a 

future state; they hardly cared to prove that a sincere Christian may be a happy man here below. 

But the American preachers are constantly referring to the earth, and it is only with great 

difficulty that they can divert their attention from it. To touch their congregations, they always 

show them how favorable religious opinions are to freedom and public tranquillity; and it is 

often difficult to ascertain from their discourses whether the principal object of religion is to 

procure eternal felicity in the other world or prosperity in this.  

 

Chapter X 

 
 

OF THE TASTE FOR PHYSICAL WELL-BEING IN AMERICA  

In America the passion for physical well-being is not always exclusive, but it is general; and if 

all do not feel it in the same manner, yet it is felt by all. The effort to satisfy even the least wants 

of the body and to provide the little conveniences of life is uppermost in every mind. Something 

of an analogous character is more and more apparent in Europe. Among the causes that produce 

these similar consequences in both hemispheres, several are so connected with my subject as to 

deserve notice.  

 

When riches are hereditarily fixed in families, a great number of men enjoy the comforts of life 

without feeling an exclusive taste for those comforts. The heart of man is not so much caught by 

the undisturbed possession of anything valuable as by the desire, as yet imperfectly satisfied, of 

possessing it and by the incessant dread of losing it. In aristocratic communities the wealthy, 

never having experienced a condition different from their own, entertain no fear of changing it; 

the existence of such conditions hardly occurs to them. The comforts of life are not to them the 

end of life, but simply a way of living; they regard them as existence itself, enjoyed but scarcely 

thought of. As the natural and instinctive taste that all men feel for being well off is thus satisfied 

without trouble and without apprehension, their faculties are turned elsewhere and applied to 

more arduous and lofty undertakings, which excite and engross their minds. Hence it is that in 

the very midst of physical gratifications the members of an aristocracy often display a haughty 

contempt of these very enjoyments and exhibit singular powers of endurance under the privation 

of them. All the revolutions which have ever shaken or destroyed aristocracies have shown how 



easily men accustomed to superfluous luxuries can do without the necessaries of life; whereas 

men who have toiled to acquire a competency can hardly live after they have lost it.  

If I turn my observation from the upper to the lower classes, I find analogous effects produced by 

opposite causes. Among a nation where aristocracy predominates in society and keeps it 

stationary, the people in the end get as much accustomed to poverty as the rich to their opulence. 

The latter bestow no anxiety on their physical comforts because they enjoy them without an 

effort; the former do not think of things which they despair of obtaining and which they hardly 

know enough of to desire. In communities of this kind the imagination of the poor is driven to 

seek another world; the miseries of real life enclose it, but it escapes from their control and flies 

to seek its pleasures far beyond.  

When, on the contrary, the distinctions of ranks are obliterated and privileges are destroyed, 

when hereditary property is subdivided and education and freedom are widely diffused, the 

desire of acquiring the comforts of the world haunts the imagination of the poor, and the dread of 

losing them that of the rich. Many scanty fortunes spring up; those who possess them have a 

sufficient share of physical gratifications to conceive a taste for these pleasures, not enough to 

satisfy it. They never procure them without exertion, and they never indulge in them without 

apprehension. They are therefore always straining to pursue or to retain gratifications so 

delightful, so imperfect, so fugitive.  

If I were to inquire what passion is most natural to men who are stimulated and circumscribed by 

the obscurity of their birth or the mediocrity of their fortune, I could discover none more 

peculiarly appropriate to their condition than this love of physical prosperity. The passion for 

physical comforts is essentially a passion of the middle classes; with those classes it grows and 

spreads, with them it is preponderant. From them it mounts into the higher orders of society and 

descends into the mass of the people.  

I never met in America any citizen so poor as not to cast a glance of hope and envy on the 

enjoyments of the rich or whose imagination did not possess itself by anticipation of those good 

things that fate still obstinately withheld from him.  

On the other hand, I never perceived among the wealthier inhabitants of the United States that 

proud contempt of physical gratifications which is sometimes to be met with even in the most 

opulent and dissolute aristocracies. Most of these wealthy persons were once poor; they have felt 

the sting of want; they were long a prey to adverse fortunes; and now that the victory is won, the 

passions which accompanied the contest have survived it; their minds are, as it were, intoxicated 

by the small enjoyments which they have pursued for forty years.  

Not but that in the United States, as elsewhere, there is a certain number of wealthy persons who, 

having come into their property by inheritance, possess without exertion an opulence they have 

not earned. But even these men are not less devotedly attached to the pleasures of material life. 

The love of well-being has now become the predominant taste of the nation; the great current of 

human passions runs in that channel and sweeps everything along in its course.  

 


