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The editor thanks Margie O’Driscoll for her reference to this passage, which informs how she sets

priorities as Executive Director of AIA San Francisco, asking, “What are valuable things we can do

collectively, that we would not be able to do as individuals?”

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.

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 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.

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.


