
Excerpted from Government of the Democracy in America 

Chapter 14:  

WHAT ARE THE REAL ADVANTAGES WHICH AMERICAN SOCIETY DERIVES FROM 

A DEMOCRATIC GOVERNMENT 

THE IDEA OF RIGHTS IN THE UNITED STATES. No great people without an idea of 

right--How the idea of right can be given to a people--Respect for right in the United States--

Whence it arises.  

After the general idea of virtue, I know no higher principle than that of right; or rather these two 

ideas are united in one. The idea of right is simply that of virtue introduced into the political 

world. It was the idea of right that enabled men to define anarchy and tyranny, and that taught 

them how to be independent without arrogance and to obey without servility. The man who 

submits to violence is debased by his compliance; but when he submits to that right of authority 

which he acknowledges in a fellow creature, he rises in some measure above the person who 

gives the command. There are no great men without virtue; and there are no great nations--it may 

almost be added, there would be no society--without respect for right; for what is a union of 

rational intelligent beings who are held together only by the bond of force?  

I am persuaded that the only means which we possess at the present time of inculcating the idea 

of right and of rendering it, as it were, palpable to the senses is to endow all with the peaceful 

exercise of certain rights; this is very clearly seen in children, who are men without the strength 

and the experience of manhood. When a child begins to move in the midst of the objects that 

surround him, he is instinctively led to appropriate to himself everything that he can lay his 

hands upon; he has no notion of the property of others, but as he gradually learns the value of 

things and begins to perceive that he may in his turn be despoiled, he becomes more circumspect, 

and he ends by respecting those rights in others which he wishes to have respected in himself. 

The principle which the child derives from the possession of his toys is taught to the man by the 

objects which he may call his own. In America, the most democratic of nations, those complaints 

against property in general, which are so frequent in Europe, are never heard, because in 

America there are no paupers. As everyone has property of his own to defend, everyone 

recognizes the principle upon which he holds it.  

The same thing occurs in the political world. In America, the lowest classes have conceived a 

very high notion of political rights, because they exercise those rights; and they refrain from 

attacking the rights of others in order that their own may not be violated. While in Europe the 

same classes sometimes resist even the supreme power, the American submits without a murmur 

to the authority of the pettiest magistrate.  

This truth appears even in the trivial details of national life. In France few pleasures are 

exclusively reserved for the higher classes; the poor are generally admitted wherever the rich are 

received; and they consequently behave with propriety, and respect whatever promotes the 

enjoyments that they themselves share. In England, where wealth has a monopoly of amusement 

as well as of power, complaints are made that whenever the poor happen to enter the places 



reserved for the pleasures of the rich, they do wanton mischief: can this be wondered at, since 

care has been taken that they should have nothing to lose?  

The government of a democracy brings the notion of political rights to the level of the humblest 

citizens, just as the dissemination of wealth brings the notion of property within the reach of all 

men; to my mind, this is one of its greatest advantages. I do not say it is easy to teach men how 

to exercise political rights, but I maintain that, when it is possible, the effects which result from it 

are highly important; and I add that, if there ever was a time at which such an attempt ought to be 

made, that time is now. Do you not see that religious belief is shaken and the divine notion of 

right is declining, that morality is debased and the notion of moral right is therefore fading away? 

Argument is substituted for faith, and calculation for the impulses of sentiment. If, in the midst 

of this general disruption, you do not succeed in connecting the notion of right with that of 

private interest, which is the only immutable point in the human heart, what means will you have 

of governing the world except by fear? When I am told that the laws are weak and the people are 

turbulent, that passions are excited and the authority of virtue is paralyzed, and therefore no 

measures must be taken to increase the rights of the democracy, I reply that for these very 

reasons some measures of the kind ought to be taken; and I believe that governments are still 

more interested in taking them than society at large, for governments may perish, but society 

cannot die.  

But I do not wish to exaggerate the example that America furnishes. There the people were 

invested with political rights at a time when they could not be abused, for the inhabitants were 

few in number and simple in their manners. As they have increased the Americans have not 

augmented the power of the democracy they have rather extended its domain.  

It cannot be doubted that the moment at which political rights are granted to a people that had 

before been without them is a very critical one, that the measure, though often necessary, is 

always dangerous. A child may kill before he is aware of the value of life; and he may deprive 

another person of his property before he is aware that his own may be taken from him. The lower 

orders, when they are first invested with political rights, stand in relation to those rights in the 

same position as the child does to the whole of nature; and the celebrated adage may then be 

applied to them: Homo puer robustus. This truth may be perceived even in America. The states 

in which the citizens have enjoyed their tights longest are those in which they make the best use 

of them.  

It cannot be repeated too often that nothing is more fertile in prodigies than the art of being free; 

but there is nothing more arduous than the apprenticeship of liberty. It is not so with despotism: 

despotism often promises to make amends for a thousand previous ills; it supports the right, it 

protects the oppressed, and it maintains public order. The nation is lulled by the temporary 

prosperity that it produces, until it is roused to a sense of its misery. Liberty, on the contrary, is 

generally established with difficulty in the midst of storms; it is perfected by civil discord; and its 

benefits cannot be appreciated until it is already old.  

 


