To L&M Staff:
Much of what follows is viewed today as accepted wisdom, or as I like to say, a “blinding
glimpse of the obvious”. But this wasn’t always so. de Tocqueville’s mid-19th century
observations of life in American, and of Americans, is as instructive to us today as it was
then.
Not addressed in the excerpted chapter, but addressed quite convincingly elsewhere in
“Democracy in America” is the observation that we Americans think highly of our
society and do not accept criticism from outsiders well. We’ve plenty of self-criticism,
but we prefer that others be impressed with our system of government and what we’ve
accomplished. It follows that we think other countries have something to learn from our
experience with and use of associations. The notable exception is perhaps European
nations since we acquired our taste for associations from our European ancestors.
Notwithstanding the considerable use of associations in America, associations are not an
American invention.
The earliest reference to a mutual-benefit entity I’ve been able to find dates back to a
hansa or ‘commercial association’, formed on the island of Gotland in 1161 by the name
of “United Gotland Travellers of the Holy Roman Empire”. This grew into what became
known as the “Hasneatic League”, which rose to some influence in the 14th Century. The
League grew such that by today’s standards it would qualify as an international trade
association.1
What may be unique about associations in America is how elegantly the fit together. At
the risk of putting words into de Tocqueville’s mouth, the American political and value
systems form a perfect environment for associations to thrive. What might this suggest
about associations in other political and cultural systems? It would certainly be a mistake
to assume that different political and cultural systems should make use of associations as
we do in America. de Tocqueville would probably argue that it’s a hypothetical notion at
best because if different political and cultural systems could make greater use of
associations, they would have before we tried to impose the structure. By the way, this
very notion might give us cause to pause about the initiative a DC-based consulting firm
was recently hired by the State Department to do – stimulate the use of capital markets
and democracy through the formation and use of associations.
The more relevant question to those in the business of association management is not
how to cultivate the growth of associations outside of the U.S. as a means of growing our
market, but when they exist how and why are they different from what we’re use to in the
U.S.
Michael LoBue, CAE
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On The Use Which Americans Make of Associations In Civil Life
By: Alexis de Tocqueville; translation by: George Lawrence
I do not propose to speak of those political associations by means of which men seek
to defend themselves against the despotic action of the majority or the encroachments of
royal power. I have treated that subject elsewhere. It is clear that unless each citizen
learned to combine with his fellows to preserve his freedom at a time when he
individually is becoming weaker and so less able in isolation to defend it, tyranny would
be bound to increase with equality. But here I am only concerned with those associations
in civil life, which have no political object.
In the United States, political associations are only one small part of the immense
number of different types of associations found there.
Americans of all ages, all stations in life, and all types of disposition are forever
forming associations. There are not only commercial and industrial associations in which
all take part, but others of a thousand different types – religious, moral, serious, futile,
very general, very limited, immensely large and very minute. Americans combine to give
fetes, found seminaries, build churches, distribute books, and send missionaries to the
antipodes. Hospitals, prisons, and schools take shape in that way. Finally, if they want to
proclaim a truth or propagate some feeling by the encouragement of a great example,
they form an association. In every case, at the head of any new undertaking, where in
France you would find the government of in England some territorial magnate, in the
United States you are sure to find an association.
I have come across several types of associations in America of which, I confess, I had
not previously the slightest conception, and I have often admired the extreme skill they
show in proposing a common object for the exertions of very many and in inducing them
voluntarily to pursue it.
Since that time I have traveled in England, a country from which the Americans took
some of their laws and many of their customs, but it seemed to me that the principle of
associations was not used nearly so constantly or so adroitly there.
A single Englishman will often carry through some great undertaking, whereas
Americans form associations for no matter how small a matter. Clearly the former regard
association as a powerful means of action, but the latter seem to think of it as the only
one.
Thus the most democratic country in the world now is that in which men have in our
time carried to the highest perfection the art of pursuing in common the objects of
common desires and have applied this new technique to the greatest number of purposes.
Is that just an accident, or is there really some necessary connection between associations
and equality?
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In aristocratic societies, while there is a multitude of individuals who can do nothing
on their own, there is also a small number of very rich and powerful men, each of whom
can carry out great undertakings on his own.
In aristocratic societies men have no need to unite for action, since they are held
firmly together.
Every rich and powerful citizen is in practice the head of a permanent and enforced
association composed of all those whom he makes help in the execution of his designs.
But among democratic peoples all the citizens are independent and weak. They can
do hardly anything for themselves, and none of them is in a position to forces his fellows
to help him. They would all therefore find themselves helpless is they did not learn to
help each other voluntarily.
If the inhabitants of democratic countries had neither the right nor the taste for uniting
for political objects, their independence would run great risks, but they could keep both
their wealth and their knowledge for a long time. But if they did not learn some habits of
acting together in the affairs of daily life, civilization itself would be in peril. A people in
which individuals had lost the power of carrying through great enterprises by themselves,
without acquiring the faculty of doing them together, would soon fall back into
barbarism.
Unhappily, the same social conditions that tender associations so necessary to
democratic nations also make their formation more difficult there than elsewhere.
When several aristocrats want to form an association, they can easily do so. As each
of them carries great weight in society, a very small number of associations may be
enough. So, being few, it is easy to get to know and understand one another and agree on
rules.
But that is not so easy in democratic nations, where, if the association is to have any
power, the associates must be very numerous.
I know that many of my contemporaries are not the least embarrassed by this
difficulty. They claim that as the citizens become weaker and more helpless, the
government must become proportionately more skillful and active, so that society should
do what is no longer possible for individuals. They think that answers the whole
problem, but I think they are mistaken.
A government could take the place of some of the largest associations in America,
and some particular states of the Union have already attempted that. But what political
power could ever carry on the vast multitude of lesser undertakings which associations
daily enable American citizens to control?
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It is easy to see the time coming in which men will be less and less able to produce,
by each alone, the commonest bare necessities of life. The tasks of government must
therefore perpetually increase, and its efforts to cope with them must spread its net even
wider. The more government takes the place of associations, the more will individuals
lose the idea of forming associations and need the government to come to their help.
That is a vicious circle of cause and effect. Must the public administration cope with
every industrial undertaking beyond the competence of one individual citizen? And if
ultimately, as a result of the minute subdivision of landed property, the land itself is so
infinitely parceled out that it can only culminate by associations of laborers, must the
head of the government leave the helm of sate to guide the plow?
The morals and intelligence of a democratic people would be in as much danger as its
commerce and industry if ever a government wholly usurped the place of private
associations.
Feelings and ideas are renewed, the heart enlarged, and the understanding developed
only by the reciprocal action of men one upon another.
I have shown how these influences are reduced almost to nothing in democratic
countries; they must therefore be artificially created and only association can do that.
When aristocrats adopt a new idea or conceive a new sentiment, they lend it
something of the conspicuous station they themselves occupy, and so the mass is bound
to take notice of them, and they easily influence the minds and hearts of all around.
In democratic countries only the governing power is naturally in a position so to act,
but it is easy to see that its action is always inadequate and often dangerous.
A government, but itself, is equally incapable of refreshing the circulation of feelings
and ideas among a great people, as it is of controlling every industrial undertaking. Once
it leaves the sphere of politics to launch out on its new track, it will, even without
intending this, exercise an intolerable tyranny. For a government can only dictate precise
rules, It imposes the sentiments and ideas which it favors, and it is never easy to tell the
difference between its advice and its commands.
Things will be even worse if the government supposes that its real interest is to
prevent the circulation of ideas. It will then stand motionless and let the weight of its
deliberate somnolence lie heavily on all.
It is therefore necessary that it should not act alone.
Among democratic peoples associations must take the place of the powerful private
persons whom equality of conditions has eliminated.
As soon as several Americans have conceived a sentiment or an idea that they want to
produce before the world, they seek each other out, and when found, they unite.
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Thenceforth they are no longer isolated individuals, but a power conspicuous from the
distance whose actions server as an example; when it speaks, men listen.
The first time that I heard in America that one hundred thousand men had publicly
promised never to drink alcoholic liquor, I thought it more of a joke than a serious matter
and for a moment did not see why these very abstemious citizens could not content
themselves with drinking water by their own firesides.
In the end I came to understand that these hundred thousand Americans, frightened by
the progress of drunkenness around them, wanted to support sobriety by their patronage.
They were acting in just the same way as some great territorial magnate who dresses very
plainly to encourage a contempt of luxury among simple citizens. One may fancy that if
they had lived in France each of these hundred thousand would have made individual
representations to the government asking it to supervise all the public houses throughout
the realm.
Nothing, in my view, more deserved attention than the intellectual and moral
associations in America. American political and industrial associations easily catch our
eyes, but the others tend not to be noticed. And even if we do notice them we tend to
misunderstand them, hardly ever having seen anything similar before. However, we
should recognize that the latter are as necessary as the former to be American people;
perhaps more so.
In democratic countries knowledge of how to combine is the mother of all other
forms of knowledge; on its progress depends that of all the others.
Among laws controlling human societies there is one more precise and clearer, it
seems to me, than all the others. If men are to remain civilized or to be civilized, the art
of association must develop and improve among them at the same speed as equality of
conditions spreads.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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