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Abstract

Why ‘democracy,” as a philosophical concept, thrives in some societies and not in
others, and it has different shapes in different societies? Why, in some societies,
‘democracy’ is ‘from bottom-up,” and ‘township-based,” but it is ‘top-down,” and
‘centralist’ in some other societies? What are the merits and advantages of ‘township
democracies’ and disadvantages of ‘centralist democracies?” This paper tries to
answer to these questions by a comparative analysis of these two democracies
according to Tocqueville’s political philosophy. Having shown the causes of these
two different kinds of democracy, it analyzes their consequences, advantages, and
disadvantages and shows that democracy is more a cultural concept as a way of life
than a political concept as a way of governing and without ‘cultural democracy’ and
‘democratic culture and mores,” ‘political democracy’ will itself become a new kind of
‘tyranny’ and ‘centralist democracy’ that neglects the towns and only cares about the
capital is incompatible with the ‘philosophical spirit of dempcracy.’
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Democracy has different shapes in different societies, but it thrives only in some
societies. Why? The answer is to be found in what Tocqueville calls the commune or
what in English translations is called the township, or the township democracy.
Contrary to the top-down and centralist democracy, the township democracy is
decentralized and from bottom-up. The institutions of a township are to freedom
what primary schools are to science. They put it within the reach of the people. The
township exists by nature. It is “so much in nature that everywhere men are gathered,
a township forms by itself,” Tocqueville says. However, it is fragile and uncertain, and
its existence is far from being guaranteed. Township democracy is like a primary
school of freedom which higher authorities are tempted to interfere with and set right.
It is continually threatened by invasions, not only by foreign powers but also by larger
forms of government, state and federal government. It is continually threatened by
federal and national authority. There is only one exception: America. Only America
had the wisdom to keep the township intact.

The equality of conditions in the United States led to the American township
democracy, but it owed its maintenance to three heads: “the peculiar and accidental

25 ¢

situation in which providence has placed the Americans;” “the laws;” and last but not
the least “the manners and customs of the people.” Tocqueville believes that manners
and customs of the people are the most important reasons for the maintenance of a
democratic republic in the United States. As he says, he uses the word manners with
“the meaning which the ancients attached to the word mores,” because he applies it
“not only to manners in their proper sense of what constitutes the character of social
intercourse,” but he extends it to “the various notions and opinions current among
men, and to the mass of those ideas which constitute their character of mind.” He
comprises, therefore, under this term the whole moral and intellectual condition of
the people. His intention is not to draw a picture of American manners, but simply to
point out such features of them as are favorable to the maintenance of political
institutions. Comparing the first modern democratic republic in the United States to
the revolutionary democracy in his own country, Tocqueville alarms democracy is not
necessarily the best form of government, it does not guarantee the basic rights and
liberties, and it can lead to the new kinds of tyranny. He says that from “all the ideas
and sentiments that paved the way for the Revolution, the idea of, and the taste for,
political liberty in the strict sense, were the last to appear and the first to vanish.” As
he says, democracy in Europe has been “abandoned to its savage instincts,” but in the
American township it thrives while enjoying the legitimacy it lacks there.

This paper tries to analyze the causes, features, advantages, and disadvantages of
the township democracy and the centralist democracy by a comparative analysis of
these two democracies according to Tocqueville’s political philosophy. Having shown
the causes of these two different kinds of democracy, it analyzes their consequences,
advantages, and disadvantages and shows that democracy is more a cultural concept
as a way of life than a political concept as a way of governing. Tocqueville believes
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that democracy should be from bottom up, not top down, and without cultural
democracy and democratic culture, manners, and customs, political democracy will
itself become a new kind of tyranny. The centralist democracy that neglects the towns
and only cares about the capital is incompatible with the philosophical spirit of
democracy and polis, l'esprit de cité, a kind of polis-like character in the American
townships. The political dimension of American civic life that is originated in the
political life of the American township is very important for sustaining a democratic
society. Meanwhile, as Gannett says, some political philosophers’ reading of
Tocqueville is misleading. They either ignore or fail to grasp the larger forest within
which his analysis is situated. Tocqueville does make a classic argument about the
value of voluntary associations in the United States, but his analysis of American civic
life is noteworthy for its consistently political dimension, evident in his unswerving
attention to a participatory vector that originated in the political life of the American
township and then disseminated its own bracing vitality to civil society as a whole. We
cannot equate family picnics, cookie baking, and neighborhood barbecues with
various types of political engagement if we hope to make our democracy work. But at
the very least, if we insist upon doing so, we should remove Tocqueville as an expert
witness or national cheerleader for this saccharine project.
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