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I. Preface 

The main argument or thesis of Democracy in America is that the natural progression of 

human society is towards equality and democracy. According to Alexis de Tocqueville, America 

is a prime example of this phenomenon. In order to express this idea, he explains the federal 

system of government that is present in the United States. He articulates how this system affects 

its people and how the American citizen maintains and perpetuates the federal system.  

I wish to explore Tocqueville’s notions of government and citizen. Tocqueville gave an 

account of what he saw in America and had a notion of American government and the American 

citizen. My goal is to show how Tocqueville’s analysis in Democracy in America supports the 

argument that the sovereignty of the people leads to the creation of a limited government. At the 

same time, a limited government fosters the sovereignty of the people, while tempering its 

negative effect, namely the tyranny of the majority.  

The argument articulated above will show not only what Tocqueville saw in American 

government and its citizens, but offer a means of comparison to our modern day. How is our 

society today different than the American society Tocqueville saw? To answer this question, I 

will examine the “No Child Left Behind Act” and articulate what Tocqueville would say about 

this law if he came to America today.  

II. Notion of Citizen and the Sovereignty of the People 

The sovereignty of the people “is always to be found more or less at the bottom of almost 

all human institutions, usually buried there” (Tocqueville, 60), whether a democracy, oligarchy 

or dictatorship. The sovereignty of the people, in short, represents the extent to which a 



Emmons	  	  
	  

4	  

collective body of citizens, or other individuals, has a say in the actions and composition of their 

government. For Tocqueville, the extent to which the sovereignty of the people is visible in any 

given society is important. In Democracy in America, Tocqueville offers an account of nations 

where the sovereignty of the people is most visible, or prevailing. He notes “in nations where the 

dogma of the sovereignty of the people prevails, each individual forms an equal part of that 

sovereignty and shares equally the government of the state” (Tocqueville, 66). This is important 

because Tocqueville is not interested in offering an account of many forms of the sovereignty of 

the people, but only the most visible, or prevailing, form. Consequently, my discussion of the 

sovereignty of the people will be limited to this form.  

To understand the sovereignty of the people, one must understand how it relates to the 

American citizen. According to Tocqueville “the principle of the sovereignty of the people 

hovers over the whole political system of the Anglo-Americans” (Tocqueville, 66). While the 

notion of citizen can apply to other nations besides the United States, Tocqueville is interested in 

examining the American citizen. When Tocqueville discusses the citizen in general, he is 

discussing the American citizen because the American citizen is paradigmatic of the democratic 

citizen.  

Citizens understand the need to “subordinate their will to the government” (Tocqueville, 

66) and do so because there is a need for government to maintain a union and each citizen 

believes this union is “useful to him” (Tocqueville, 66). At the same time, since the American 

citizen has an equal part in the sovereignty of his nation, he believes that he has a voice in 

government and has a say in the actions of his government. This situation creates a society where 

citizens want a government that acts on their behalf, not a government that acts on its own 

accord. Since the American citizen agrees to subordinate his will to government action, as long 
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as he has a voice in the matter, he most visibly exhibits the notion of the sovereignty of the 

people. 

The voice the American citizen has in the political process and his impact on government 

is without rival. Tocqueville proclaims: 

There society acts by and for itself. There are no authorities except within itself; one can 
hardly meet anybody who would dare to conceive much less suggest seeking power 
elsewhere. The people take part in the making of the laws by choosing the lawgivers, and 
they share in their application by electing the agents of the executive power; one might 
say that they govern themselves, so feeble and restricted is the part of the administration, 
so vividly is that administration aware of its popular origins, and so obedient is it to the 
fount of power. The people reign over the American political world as God rules the 
universe. It is the cause and end of all things, everything rises out of it and is absorbed 
back into it (Tocqueville, 60) 

The sovereignty of the people, as illustrated above, does not create a government ruled 

solely by sovereign individuals. If this were the case, the government would in effect be a 

collection of separate nations, or sovereigns, attempting to live together. In this scenario, a 

citizen could claim sovereignty, eliminating the government as a regulating body because all 

individuals would claim the right to do whatever they pleased. Put another way, the sovereignty 

of the people, which gives citizens and equal share in the sovereignty and government of a 

nation, does not give citizens the freedom to act without limitations, or as independent 

sovereigns. 

Tocqueville recognizes that the sovereignty of the people is not absolute and has certain 

restrictions. He states: 

In all matters concerning the duties of citizens toward each other he is subordinate. In all 
matters that concern himself alone he remains the master…the individual is the best and 
only judge of his own interest and society has no right to direct his behavior unless it 
feels harmed by him or unless it needs his concurrence (Tocqueville, 67) 
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Tocqueville realizes that the sovereignty of the people is not an unrestricted will; it is a will that 

allows for certain restrictions of government and society.  

There are restrictions placed on individuals by their government and numerous social 

obligations that temper their wills. I will first discuss the duties of a citizen, or social obligations, 

which are established by societal agreement or government. Tocqueville notes that “no one in the 

United States has pretended that a man has the right to do everything; on the contrary more 

social obligations have be imposed on him than elsewhere” (Tocqueville, 72). Tocqueville 

believes that society, not necessarily the government, places obligations onto a citizen which 

restrict his will. For example, even if drinking is legal, if a town looks down upon those who 

drink, a person may not drink in that town because he does not want to be shunned by his 

neighbors. The majority can determine social behavior by placing as outsiders those who do not 

conform to the accepted social behavior. This idea will be explicated further in Section III.   

The dogma of the sovereignty of the people recognizes a need for government to regulate 

society in order to ensure the prosperity and well-being of a large number of equal and 

independent individuals. Even in private affairs, or matters concerning the individual, there are 

restrictions on citizens. If the Union, or national government, needs assistance or the actions of a 

person harm another, said government can restrict the will of a citizen. In short, there are various 

factors that limit the will, or actions, of citizens. Some are legal restrictions imposed by  

government and others are societal obligations or duties, imposed either by society or 

government.  

Tocqueville believes that “in America the sovereignty of the people is neither hidden nor 

sterile as with some other nations… it spreads with freedom and attains unimpeded its ultimate 
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consequences” (Tocqueville, 58).When the sovereignty of the people is present in its most 

visible form, as is the case in America, it creates a relationship, or contract, between the 

government and its citizens. The people agree to certain government action in order to preserve 

stability and avoid anarchy and the government agrees to allow for certain rights of individuals. 

The sovereignty of the people, in short, creates an implicit agreement between governments and 

governed.  

For example, suppose the people of a town agree to form a government. By forming a 

local government, they agree that the local council should have powers to ensure the general 

prosperity of their town. Tocqueville recognizes a “sovereignty of the people” that is a part of 

American society and he claims that “municipal liberty derives straight from the dogma of the 

sovereignty of the people” (Tocqueville, 67). Municipal liberty is the independence of the local 

government to “control matters of purely municipal interest” (Tocqueville, 67). Tocqueville 

believes that the sovereignty of the people requires municipal liberty because the people and 

local government are closely connected to one another. Since individuals are closest, or most 

engaged with, their local government, the local government maintains a sovereignty of its own, 

namely municipal liberty. 

At the same time, each individual believes he is sovereign and has a right to share in 

government. The local government, from the outset, is formed in such a way that citizens 

preserve as much of their sovereignty as possible because the formation, or creation, of the 

government is determined by the citizens. Citizens want their government to be useful to them 

and also recognize their status as sovereign and parts of the government. 
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The sovereignty of the people has a visible effect on society, which can be seen in certain 

civil institutions. Tocqueville offers the jury as “a consequence of the dogma of the sovereignty 

of the people” (Tocqueville, 273). He states “when the sovereignty of the people is discarded, 

[the jury] should be discarded along with it” (Tocqueville, 273). Tocqueville sees the jury as a 

product, or effect, of the sovereignty of the people. Therefore, an understanding of the jury will 

help make clear some aspects of the sovereignty of the people.  

The jury puts “control of society in the people’s hands” (Tocqueville, 273), because an 

element of criminal and civil justice is given to the people when they serve on a jury. This 

control is analogous to the sovereignty of the people, and offers insight into its meaning. The 

jury is an example of citizens taking an equal share in government action, as well as being 

equally sovereign, or having the same opportunity to be a part of society.  

In addition, the jury acts as a body that teaches men “that they have duties towards 

society and that they take a share in government” (Tocqueville, 274). Tocqueville mentions that 

juries teach an individual how “he may be judged” (Tocqueville, 274) and also “not to shirk 

responsibility for his own acts” (Tocqueville, 274). He goes further to note 

Juries teach men equity in practice. Each man, when judging his neighbor, thinks that he 
may be judged himself… Juries invest each citizen with a sort of magisterial office; they 
make all men feel that they have duties towards society and that they take a share in its 
government… Juries are wonderfully effective in shaping a nations judgment… the main 
reason for the practical intelligence and the political good sense of the Americans. 
(Tocqueville, 274) 

Tocqueville believes that the jury is a body that teaches citizens the duties they have 

towards society. The jury exemplifies the active aspect of the sovereignty of the people, namely, 

allowing citizens to do the work of governing themselves rather than delegating their control of 

society to a government that acts as a “powerful stranger” (Tocqueville, 93). The relationship 
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between the sovereignty of the people and the “powerful stranger” will be explained further in 

Section V.  

The sovereignty of the people relates to the amount of power reserved to citizens 

themselves and the power they consent government to have. Since citizens understand the need 

for government, they consent to and establish a government. At the same time, when the dogma 

of the sovereignty of the people is present, all individuals assume an equal share in government 

and an equal part of the sovereignty of the nation. Citizens have the power to decide the 

composition of their government, making them an indirect part of making and executing laws.  

In short, citizens ultimately have the power to decide how much power they should retain and 

how much power their government should have.  

III.  The Omnipotence of the Majority 

In the United States, and other democracies, the omnipotence of the majority is a 

potential “danger” (Tocqueville, 59) that arises from the sovereignty of the people. Tocqueville 

understands that the “power of the majority is not only predominant but irresistible” 

(Tocqueville, 247). The omnipotence of the majority can be seen in the legislature of the United 

States, where the people directly elect it and all representatives have short terms, showing their 

dependence on the support of the majority (Tocqueville, 246-247).  

In order to understand the effect the omnipotence of the majority has on society, 

Tocqueville makes a distinction between tyranny and arbitrary power. He notes “tyranny makes 

use of arbitrariness but it can at need do without it” (Tocqueville, 253). This indicates that 

tyranny and arbitrary power are not the same. Tyranny is a power that can overcome any other 

will, while arbitrary power is less strong because, at times, it relies on the support of the 
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governed. Arbitrary power is power with limited restraints, or definition of duties, and is found 

in both tyrannies and democracies.  While tyranny is the ruler’s absolute ability to carry out his 

own will, arbitrary power is the freedom of a ruler to “carry out its plans” (Tocqueville, 254), 

whether they be his own or those of the populace.  

The omnipotence of the majority leads to the arbitrary power of magistrates in local 

government. According to Tocqueville, the relation of the majority to a public official is “as a 

master might treat his servants if, always seeing them act under his eyes, he could direct or 

correct them at any moment.” (Tocqueville, 254) The majority “regards public functionaries as 

its passive agents and is glad to leave them the trouble of carrying out its plans” (Tocqueville, 

253) 

Another effect of the omnipotence of the majority, in the United States, is that there is a 

restraint of opinion, not based on laws, but based on the majority opinion. Tocqueville explains 

that those who express opinions outside of those of the opinion of the majority are often ridiculed 

and not able to garner public office. (Tocqueville, 255-256) This demonstrates the extreme 

power that the majority has in American society; those who act outside of the majority will are 

able to physically stay in a country, but are deemed outcasts and shunned by society. 

The omnipotence of the majority is dangerous because it creates an irresistible force that 

can act without restraint. Tocqueville states “I believe freedom is in danger when the [power 

superior to all others] finds no obstacle that can restrain its course and give it time to moderate 

itself” (Tocqueville, 252). In short, under the will of the majority, with absolute power, the 

oppression of citizens and subsequent loss of freedom is never far away. 
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Tocqueville also quotes James Madison, who illustrates the danger that absolute power 

has over a populace. The absolute power Madison alludes to is the power of the omnipotence of 

the majority. 

It is of great importance in a republic not only to guard one part of the society against the 
oppression of its rulers, but to guard one part of the society against the injustice of the 
other part… Justice is the end of government. It is the end of civil society. It ever has 
been and ever will be pursued until it be obtained, or until liberty be lost in the pursuit. In 
a society under the forms of which the stronger faction can readily unite and oppress the 
weaker, anarchy may as truly be said to reign as in a state of nature, where the weaker 
individual is not secured against the violence of the stronger… (Tocqueville, 260) 

Fortunately, the omnipotence of the majority can be restrained. Tocqueville notes that 

there are three aspects of American society that temper the tyranny of the majority, and 

consequently, preserve the sovereignty of the people: an absence of administrative centralization, 

the legal profession, and the jury system. 

Briefly, an absence of administrative centralization, which I will explain in further detail 

in Section V, limits the extent to which the majority can dictate, and control, the populace. 

Governments and officials at more local levels act “as many hidden reefs retarding or dividing 

the flood of the popular will” (Tocqueville, 263). If the majority had access to a centralized 

administration, Tocqueville believes “freedom would soon be banished from the New World” 

(Tocqueville, 263) because the majority, or popular will, would have nothing impeding its ability 

to implement any law it desired. The legal profession promotes “habits of order… and an 

instinctive love for a regular concatenation of ideas [which] are naturally strongly opposed to the 

revolutionary spirit and to the ill-considered passions of democracy” (Tocqueville, 264). This 

means the legal system regulates the popular will and acts as a counterbalance to it. As for the 

jury system, Tocqueville believes “the jury is both the most effective way of establishing the 
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people’s rule and the most efficient way of teaching them how to rule” (Tocqueville, 276). In 

summation, these three aspects of American society moderate the popular will.  

The absolute power of the majority is an inevitable danger that arises from the 

sovereignty of the people. At the same time, the dogma of the sovereignty of the people is an 

important aspect of civic engagement and an active, prosperous society. In order to ensure the 

most optimal populace, one that is engaged in the various aspects of society but not dominated 

by majority rule, a system of government must be established to not only check the power of the 

majority, but encourage civic engagement. I believe that a limited government achieves this. By 

limited government, I refer to the American system, as expressed by Tocqueville. To further 

describe this system, first, I will discuss the township, which is the beginning and elemental part 

of such a government.  

IV.  Townships and their role in the Federal System 

With an understanding of the citizen, the structure and function of government becomes 

apparent. Tocqueville believes that power emanates from the town and that “municipal liberty 

derives straight from the dogma of the sovereignty of the people” (Tocqueville, 67). The 

sovereignty of the people in effect, allows for the liberty and governance of a township.  

The township is a representative of the sovereignty of the people. The town governs 

through the direct consent of its people and is “rooted in nature” because “whenever men 

assemble [a township] forms itself’ (Tocqueville, 62). Tocqueville believes “the strength of free 

people reside in their local communities” (Tocqueville, 62) and “without local institutions a 

nation…has not got the spirit of liberty” (Tocqueville, 63). More importantly, the town 
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represents the spirit of liberty in the United States as well as a significant difference between the 

United States and Europe. 

First, the town is where citizens have the most say in government because the town 

originates in the consent of the people. The local government carries out “the popular will” 

(Tocqueville, 64) and acts on “principles already approved by the majority” (Tocqueville, 65). If 

local governments want to make any change “they must go back to their source of power” 

(Tocqueville, 65), or the people. Townships are independent bodies that act according to the will 

of the people. If town officials wish to remain in government, they will act in accordance with 

the popular will, or be removed from office.  

The township is also the agent of state governments. Tocqueville notes: 

While French collectors receive the communal taxes; in America the township tax 
collector collects state taxes. So, whereas with us the central government lends its agents 
to the commune, in America the township lends its agents to the government 
(Tocqueville, 68) 

As an agent and governing body, the township is in a unique position. Not only is it required to 

carry out duties of the state but also acts as the voice of the people it governs. Much like the 

individual citizen, the town has a certain amount of power to act on its own, but also has certain 

duties to perform.  

Tocqueville notes that local governments have a large amount of arbitrary power because 

citizens “feel they have nothing to fear from it” (Tocqueville, 206). Citizens know they have the 

power to remove local officials that do not act in accordance with their will, so they are unafraid 

that power will be abused. This state of affairs exemplifies how governments and citizens relate 

to one another in general. Citizens consent to having a government for the sake of society, or 
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union, which is accountable to them. Specifically, in the United States, citizens do not consent to 

the absolute power of local government but to a local government that is accountable to them. 

V. Centralization of Power and its effect on citizens 

In all systems of government there is some degree of centralization. Centralization is the 

aggregation or coalescing of action in a single entity. For example, Tocqueville believes that the 

national government, or a government that oversees an entire nation, as opposed to a specific 

area or population, is a centralized power, if it is to be effective.  

Tocqueville believes that a decentralized national government is ineffective. 

Decentralization is a process by which power and authority is spread out amongst several 

political entities. Tocqueville believes this concept is ineffective to the extent that “a nation 

cannot act” (Tocqueville, 88). For example,  

The German empire has never been able to take advantage of its powers… Because the 
national power has never been centralized, because the state has never been able to 
enforce obedience…, because the separate parts of this great body have always had the 
right to refuse their cooperation… (Tocqueville, 88)  

Also, when government “is divided among a thousand people and broken up in a thousand ways” 

(Tocqueville, 88), as was the case in the Middle Ages, “the absence of all governmental 

centralization prevented the nations of Europe from advancing energetically toward any goal” 

(Tocqueville, 89).  

Tocqueville’s account of governmental decentralization is important because not only 

does it show its ineffectiveness, but also specifies Tocqueville’s discussion of government to a 

centralized national government. A centralized national government, or governmental 

centralization, is needed for a prosperous society.  
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Tocqueville makes a distinction between two types of centralization of the national 

government: governmental and administrative. He notes 

Certain interests, such as the enactment of general laws and the nation’s relations with 
foreigners, are common to all parts of the nation. There are other interests of special 
concern to certain parts of the nation, such as local enterprises. To concentrate all the 
former in the same place or under the same directing power is to establish governmental 
centralization. To concentrate control of the latter in the same way is to establish what I 
call administrative centralization (Tocqueville, 87) 

First, to clarify Tocqueville’s terms, government refers to the political body of a nation, 

or the State. Administration, in general, refers to the organization of power and action in a 

government. In other words, the manner in which governments carry out their power, or act, is 

administration.  

Governmental centralization refers to the sole authority of the national government to act 

on certain general interests of a nation, such as summoning an army to defend the nation, coining 

money or making alliances with foreign nations. Administrative centralization is the 

concentration of all political actions in the national government. In other words, all political 

actions have their root, or beginning, in an action of the national government. With 

administrative centralization, the national government holds all strings of political action; the 

source of all political actions can be traced back to an action of the national government.  

Tocqueville believes that governmental and administrative centralization “give each other 

mutual support and have a mutual attraction” (Tocqueville, 88). For example “centralization of 

government acquires immense strength when it is combined with administrative centralization” 

(Tocqueville, 88). This situation not only creates a centralized power in control of certain 

interests, but all interests. Tocqueville mentions Louis XIV reign as an example of these two 

concepts combined.  
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Under Louis XIV France reached the greatest possible degree of centralization of 
government that can be conceived, for one man made the general laws and had 
the power to interpret them, and he represented France abroad and acted in her 
name… However, under Louis XIV there was much less administrative 
centralization than there is now (Tocqueville, 88) 

This example is important because it shows the way in which governmental centralization and 

administrative centralization can act together. While this example doesn’t speak of the highest 

degree of administrative centralization, I believe it shows how both are connected.  

 Furthermore, Tocqueville argues, “I cannot believe that they are inseparable” 

(Tocqueville, 88), referring to governmental and administrative centralization. At this point, 

Tocqueville states “in the United States there was no administrative centralization but there is a 

high degree of governmental centralization” (Tocqueville, 89). This concept is significant 

because Tocqueville believes that governmental centralization can be separated from 

administrative centralization or can be implemented with a high degree of administrative 

decentralization. In short, governmental centralization can be classified as the umbrella term 

under which administrative centralization and decentralization fall.  

Tocqueville offers an account of governmental centralization in the United States and its 

relation to administrative decentralization. Regarding governmental centralization, he states 

It would be easy to demonstrate that national power is more concentrated [in the United 
States] than it ever was in any of the ancient European monarchies. Not only is there but 
one legislative body in each state, not only is there but one single authority that can create 
political life around it, but generally crowded assemblies of districts or of counties have 
been avoided for fear that such assemblies might be tempted to step beyond their 
administrative functions and interfere with the working of the government. In America, 
the legislature of each state is faced by no power capable of resisting it. Nothing can 
check its progress, neither privileges, nor local immunities, nor personal influence, nor 
even the authority of reason, for it represents the majority, which claims to be the unique 
organ of reason. So its own will sets the sole limits to its action. Beside it and under its 
power is the representative of executive authority, who, with the aid of physical force, 
has the duty to compel the discontented to obedience. (Tocqueville, 89) 
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The importance of this passage lies in Tocqueville’s explication of governmental centralization. 

With a high degree of such centralization, there is one political body that carries out certain 

functions of government.  

With regards to administrative decentralization, Tocqueville states “the state has no 

administrative officers of its own, stationed at fixed points in its territory, to whom it can give a 

common impulse” (Tocqueville, 90). This means that even state governments, let alone the 

national government, does not control localities or citizens by sending agents into a territory to 

carry out rules and regulations established by the national government. Put simply, the state and 

national government does not control all aspects of regulation, or administration, of citizens.  

With a high degree of administrative decentralization, there is less regulation by the 

national government of citizens. Decentralization gives more power to state and local 

governments to carry out different regulations and controls. The national government does not 

delegate regulations to the state and local governments, but allows said governments to establish 

and carry out their own rules and regulations. This means that the national government has little 

say in how citizens are regulated in most matters. 

The distinction between administrative centralization and decentralization is important 

because it helps classify the role of the national government in society. In the United States there 

is “no administrative centralization” (Tocqueville, 89). In France, there is a high degree of 

administrative centralization, where the government has the primary authority to regulate citizens 

and people are “accustomed to the close and constant presence of officials interfering in almost 

everything” (Tocqueville, 92).  The extent to which the national government is involved in the 

regulation of citizens has an effect on society. 
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The consequences of governmental centralization with administrative decentralization, or 

the American system, and administrative centralization, or the European system, are evident. The 

administrative centralization of government, as opposed to the American system, enables a 

populace to completely submit to the will of the government. Tocqueville notes in Europe “the 

inhabitant feels… the condition of his village… and all those things have nothing to do with him 

at all, but belong rather to a powerful stranger called the government” (Tocqueville, 93).  

On the other hand, Americans are “enlightened citizens, awake to their own interests” 

(Tocqueville, 90) and Tocqueville states “I am persuaded that in that case the collective force of 

the citizens will always be better able to achieve social prosperity than the authority of the 

government.” (Tocqueville, 91) Americans, as a populace, are able to achieve social prosperity 

because they are “full of striving and animation” (Tocqueville, 93) and have a desire to bring 

about societal progress through the collective action of citizens. Tocqueville notes “I know of no 

other people who have founded so many schools or such efficient ones, or churches more in 

touch with the religious needs of the inhabitants, or municipal roads better maintained.” 

(Tocqueville, 92) 

Put simply, the American system, under a high degree of administrative decentralization, 

fosters active civic engagement, while the European system, under a high degree of 

administrative centralization, creates a passive populace. Tocqueville offers an example common 

to both Europe and America, namely the apprehension of criminals, to explicate this point. He 

states “in Europe, the criminal is a luckless man fighting to save his head from the authorities; in 

a sense the population are mere spectators” (Tocqueville, 96). This shows that European citizens 

believe they have no control in the apprehension of a criminal; government action is the only 

way to achieve this end.  
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On the other hand, Tocqueville notes “during my stay in the United States, I have seen 

the inhabitants of a county where a serious crime had been committed spontaneously forming 

committees with the object of catching the criminal and handing him over to the courts” 

(Tocqueville, 96). The difference between the American and European citizen demonstrates that 

the government of a people has a direct impact on the role a populace believes they have in 

society. With a centrally administered government, people feel that government must act on their 

behalf; in America, with decentralized administration, citizens feel empowered to take action on 

their own behalf. 

VI.  Powers of the United States National Government 

The powers given to the national government of the United States are limited and 

enumerated. They are meant to ensure the prosperity of the Union as a whole, but not take away 

from the independence of state and local governments. Tocqueville notes that “ the right of 

making war and peace, concluding commercial treaties…the right to regulate everything related 

to the value of money… and the unlimited right to levy taxes” (Tocqueville, 116) are powers 

given to the federal, or national, government in order to ensure the safety and cohesion of the 

Union. In other words, the national government’s job is to make sure the Union remains a single 

unit and is safe from external and internal harms, reserving the right to “intervene in the internal 

affairs of a state” (Tocqueville, 116) if they threaten the Union as a whole.  

The federal government’s role in society is related to the dogma of the sovereignty of the 

people. The federal government was not given powers to regulate all actions of individual 

citizens or states, but was given the right to prevent harm done by these groups and to gather 

individuals and states together for the common interests of the Union, whether it is for a uniform 
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currency or summoning a militia for a war. Put simply, the powers given to the national 

government of the United States were given with the notion of the sovereignty of the people in 

mind, meant to ensure that individual action was federally restricted in a limited way.  

One way the federal government acts is by restraining other governments and people to a 

certain sphere of action. Tocqueville notes that the “object of the federal constitution was not to 

destroy the existence of the states but only to restrain them” (Tocqueville, 120).  This helps 

explain why the federal, or national, government was given certain enumerated powers, while all 

other powers were given to the states. Tocqueville points out:  

The duties and rights of the federal government were simple and easy to define because 
the Union had been formed with the object of providing for certain general needs. But the 
rights and duties of the governments of the states were many and complicated, for such a 
government was involved in all the details of social life (Tocqueville, 114) 

At the same time, Tocqueville mentions that the “government of each state was 

considered free within its sphere; however it might abuse that independence and… compromise 

the security of the whole nation” (Tocqueville, 116). In this case, the federal government is 

allowed to intervene in states to ensure general order and compliance with federal laws.  

In order to determine “exact limits” (Tocqueville, 115) of federal and state action, 

Tocqueville notes the United States “created a federal Supreme Court… to maintain the division 

of powers appointed by the Constitution between rival governments” (Tocqueville, 115). The 

federal government relies on the judicial system for authority. Without the Supreme Court, the 

federal government would have limited ways to restrain state government action, compromising 

the peaceful existence of both governments.  

The relation of the federal government to its citizens is similar to the federal 

government’s relation to state governments. The federal government is given certain powers 
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while the rest are reserved to the people. Put simply, the federal government acts within a certain 

sphere of action and allows citizens to act as long as their actions don’t intrude on federal 

actions. For example, the federal government has the right to establish relations with foreign 

governments. This action is within the sphere of federal government action; no other body can 

take this action. If a citizen were to establish relations with a foreign nation, they would be 

accused of treason, which is a crime.  Again, the federal government acts by ensuring that no 

other person, or entity, can take the same action as it does, or by compelling others not to act. 

Another way the federal government acts is by commanding the populace. Tocqueville 

states:  

Whenever the government of a state addresses a man or an association of men, its 
language is clear and imperative, it is the same with the federal government when it is 
addressing individuals; but when it is faced by a state, it begins to parley; it explains its 
motives and justifies its conduct; it argues and advises but does not command. 
(Tocqueville, 156) 

Tocqueville believes that the federal government acts by commanding, not asking for 

compliance of citizens because in matters that the federal government acts, the security and 

general welfare of the union as a whole are at stake, especially in times of war. 

Furthermore, in his discussion of federal executive power, Tocqueville notes that 

Americans “wanted to create an executive power dependent on the majority that yet should be 

sufficiently strong to act freely on its own within its proper sphere” (Tocqueville, 121). The role 

of the executive exemplifies the extent of power the national government ought to have; 

unlimited action within a certain sphere of action. Put another way, the national government can 

act as much as they want within parameters agreed upon by its citizens. 
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VII. Summation of the Central Argument 

The sovereignty of the people, in its most visible form, creates limited government. At 

the same time, a limited government fosters the sovereignty of the people and tempers the 

tyranny of the majority. By limited government, I mean the federal system of the United States 

where the national government has limited and enumerated powers, the state government has a 

large scope of power, which nevertheless is not unlimited, and the local government has a near 

limit-less scope of power, which is checked primarily by the will of the people. Tocqueville 

notes “if there is one country in the world where one can hope to appreciate the true value of the 

dogma of the sovereignty of the people, study its application to the business of society, and judge 

both its dangers and its advantages, that country is America” (Tocqueville, 58).  

The reason government is limited in the United States is due to the activity of its citizens.  

The people take part in the making of the laws by choosing the lawgivers and they share 
in their application by electing agents of the executive power; one might say that they 
govern themselves, so feeble and restricted is the part left to the administration, so vividly 
is that administration aware of its popular origin and so obedient to the fount of power 
(Tocqueville, 60).  

Since citizens have a direct say in governmental affairs, and act on this power, they assume the 

right and duty to decide how much administration they will tolerate and what the composition of 

their government will be. Therefore, in the United States, administration is feeble and 

governments are responsive to the will of the people because citizens desire these characteristics 

of their government.  

VIII. The Sovereignty of the People and Administrative Centralization: An Objection 

Some may argue that when the sovereignty of the people is most visible, citizens desire to 

create a national government that is active in the regulation of citizens in society, or a national 
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government with a high degree of administrative centralization. In short, when the sovereignty of 

the people is most visible, citizens are empowered, and choose, to establish a national 

government that is active in societal affairs. 

Proponents of this argument would maintain that citizens believe that the government is 

the only way to protect against injustices in society or dangers like the tyranny of the majority. 

Also, they believe citizens want a government to “efficiently administer” (Tocqueville, 93) the 

activity of citizens in order to provide protection and security for the public. This argument 

assumes that citizens desire the government to intervene in societal affairs, whereby citizens 

relinquish their right to active participation in society. 

The sovereignty of the people implies that citizens believe they hold an equal share of the 

sovereignty of their nation and have an equal share in their government. As stated above, under 

administrative centralization, European citizens have delegated the condition of their village to a 

powerful stranger, who thereby regulates society. This delegation is incompatible with the 

dogma of the sovereignty of the people because a citizen, who understands his role in society as 

mentioned above, would not relinquish, or give up, his right to active participation in society. In 

other words, while Europe might have the sovereignty of the people buried in its institutions, the 

European citizen is not a representation of the most visible form of the sovereignty of the people.  

The difference between the American and European citizen lies in the role their 

respective governments play in society. I argue that the European citizen is not a coincidence of 

his national government but an effect of a highly administrative national government. 

Tocqueville makes clear the difference between the European and American citizen, as discussed 

in Section V, and connects their behaviors to the role each of their national governments play in 

society. Specifically, Tocqueville outlines how a highly administrative government eventually 
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takes away a citizen’s desire to be active in his society. Speaking for a citizen under such a 

government, Tocqueville states 

What good is it to me, after all, if there is an authority always busy to see to the tranquil 
environment of my pleasures and going ahead to brush all dangers away from my path 
without giving me even the trouble to think about it, if that authority, which protects me 
from the smallest thorns on my journey, is also the absolute master of my liberty and of 
my life? If it monopolizes all activity and life to such an extent that all around it must 
languish when it languishes, sleep when it sleeps and perish if it dies? (Tocqueville, 93) 

This passage illustrates how a high degree of administrative centralization can eliminate 

the participation of citizens in society and creates a passive populace that does not take control of 

any of the affairs in their society. According to Tocqueville,  

The greatest changes may take place in his country without his concurrence…the 
condition of his village, the policing of his road and the repair of his church and 
parsonage do not concern him; he thinks that all those things have nothing to do with him 
at all, but belongs to a powerful stranger called the government (Tocqueville, 93).  

At the same time, he notes “in America the force behind the state is much less well 

regulated… but a hundred times more powerful than in Europe. Without doubt there is no other 

country on earth where people make such great efforts to achieve social prosperity.” 

(Tocqueville, 92) The American citizen is active, understands his role in society, and desires to 

constantly improve it through his own actions.  

Tocqueville understands that there are benefits and dangers to both the American and 

European systems of government, but believes that the benefits of the American system far 

outweigh the benefits of a national government with a high degree of administrative 

centralization, or the European system. He tells his readers that even if  

the United States would be more efficiently administered by a central authority from 
outside, remaining a stranger to them… the political advantages derived by the 
Americans from a system of decentralization would make me prefer that to the opposite 
system (Tocqueville, 93).  
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In summation, under the dogma of the sovereignty of the people, the American citizen 

would not establish a national government with a high degree of administrative centralization. 

With an understanding of his equal share in government and his equal part in the sovereignty of 

his nation, he would desire to be an active member in his society, whether to perform his duty as 

a juror, take part in the apprehension of an at- large fugitive, or participate in the election of a 

local official. Therefore, he would not allow “great changes to be made without his 

concurrence,” (Tocqueville, 93) because he believes he has a stake in his society and a right to 

take action in order to ensure its prosperity and well-being.  

More importantly, based on his experiences, Tocqueville saw a clear distinction between 

the American and European citizen; the American was far more active in society than the 

European, who relied on the powerful stranger of government. This distinction was due to the 

stifling effect that administrative centralization has on citizens; “by monopolizing all activity and 

life” (Tocqueville, 93), the citizen no longer desires to be an active and contributing member of 

society. In other words, not only does the American citizen not create a high degree of 

administrative centralization in theory, but a high degree of administrative centralization, in 

practice, is incompatible with the activity of the American citizen. 

I agree with Tocqueville’s commentary regarding the effect a national government has on 

its citizens. When a national government replaces a populace as the agent of social activity, the 

government becomes the sole agent of action and takes away the vigor of citizen engagement. I 

believe that a high degree of administrative centralization in government is the largest threat to 

civic engagement in any society, especially the United States. In many ways, the United States, 

today, is on its way to establishing a high degree of administrative centralization in its national 

government.  
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When citizen engagement is usurped by the national government, citizens lose the desire 

to improve or better their society. They leave all such action to the government, believing they 

have no part in the progress of their nation. I argue this destroys the bond people have as citizens 

because they no longer have a common goal, namely the betterment of their society. As a 

government takes more control of the administration of society, citizens become less active and 

connected to one another. 

However, administrative government cannot arise without the tacit consent of its people. 

Citizens have the power to establish or remove administrative government. A high degree of 

administrative centralization is established when citizens become inactive in the affairs of their 

society and desire government assistance. Government assistance is easy to take because, in 

many cases, it relieves immediate threats and alleviates a burden for citizens, namely the 

responsibility of acting in order to bring about the progress and improvement of society.  

I believe citizens have the power to overcome the administrative encroachment of 

government by rejecting it and reasserting their role as citizens in society. By electing 

representatives who believe in limiting the administration of society by government and taking 

an active role in society, American citizens can begin to reshape and revitalize our system of 

government and re-establish citizen involvement and engagement.  However, over the past 

decade, the people of the United States have chosen to establish a vigorous national government, 

with an ever-increasing degree of administrative centralization. 

IX.  Epilogue: No Child Left Behind and its effect on the American Education System 

The No Child Left Behind Act, or NCLB, is a federal education mandate requiring all 

elementary and secondary schools in the United States to bring their students to grade-level 

proficiency in reading and mathematics by 2014. In order to achieve this goal, the law requires 
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state governments to implement annual standardized tests in order to assess the progress of 

students and gauge their achievement. In other words, NCLB moves the American educational 

system toward a higher degree of administrative centralization.  

The NCLB policy represents the intervention of the national government in the education 

system and the expansion of administrative centralization in the United States. Under NCLB, the 

national government has taken a larger role in American society by taking an active regulatory 

role in the education system.  Education Weekly notes that  

At the core of the No Child Left Behind Act were a number of measures designed to 
drive broad gains in student achievement and to hold states and schools more accountable 
for student progress. They represented significant changes to the education landscape 
(Education Weekly, 2011)  

I argue that Tocqueville’s analysis of administrative centralization apply to the benefits and 

problems of NCLB. In short, the NCLB policy, and its effect on the United States education 

system, is an example of the effect that administrative centralization has on any society.  

First, NCLB restricted the role of elementary and secondary schools in the education of 

American students. This proved to have negative effects on the aptitude of American students. 

By implementing a uniform standard for achievement, namely grade-level reading and math 

proficiency by 2014, American schools were restricted in their ability to provide a quality 

education. According to Ben Feller of the Associated Press, “the 2014 deadline was unrealistic; 

the law is too rigid and led to teaching to the test…” Instead of allowing teachers to develop a 

teaching method that would benefit their students, NCLB forced teachers to “teach to the test”. 

This has led to “more schools failing to meet requirements under the law, with nearly half not 

doing so last year” (Education Weekly, 2011). NCLB heavily constrained local educational 

practices and left schools unable to meet the goals NCLB set for them.  
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At the same time, the Department of Education claims that NCLB was a success. They 

cite “all 50 states have accountability plans, and assess their 3-8th grade students” and that they 

have been successful in “closing the education gap”, (Department of Education, 2007) where 

minority and white students are closer to the same level of proficiency and achievement than 

anytime in US history. Put simply, the Department of Education has claimed success because all 

elementary and secondary schools in the United States have an accountability plan for annual 

improvement, means of assessing their students, and a similar level of achievement for all 

students with a “closing of the education gap”. 

I believe that the NCLB created more harm than good. Since states were required to 

improve reading and math proficiency, based on the scores of a national test, schools and 

teachers were forced to teach a certain way, which inhibited their ability to develop particular 

educational practices that would benefit their students. For example, a “teach to the test” 

approach would limit the opportunity to implement a style of learning similar to the Integral 

Program. In other words, NCLB implemented a “one size fits all” policy for all elementary and 

secondary school education, which was unsuccessful, because not all students can be taught the 

same way.  

The proponents of NCLB, who proclaim its successes, ignore the costs of these supposed 

successes. Under NCLB, not only are more schools failing to establish proficiency in reading and 

math, but state governments are currently trying to opt out of the law. Ben Feller notes that there 

are “10 states [who are] to receive waivers” (Feller, 2011) from NCLB and “another 28 states 

have signaled that they too plan to seek waivers”. (Feller, 2011) These facts indicate that not 

only are the goals and standards of NCLB unable to be met by state governments, but overall, K-
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12 students are failing to improve academic proficiency, according to standards set by NCLB. 

According to Educational Projects in Education, under NCLB, 

Traditionally high-performing schools made headlines as they failed to meet their set 
rates of improvement, and states saw increasingly high rates of failure to meet the rising 
benchmarks. By 2010, 38 percent of schools	  were failing to make adequate yearly 
progress, up from 29 percent in 2006… in 2011, several states did see failure rates over 
50 percent (Education Weekly, 2011) 
 
Looking back on our nation’s decade under NCLB, the effects of administrative 

centralization on our country are astounding. Our national government has established a 

uniformity of educational practices that has limited local control of education and established an 

unrealistic set of benchmarks for academic achievement. At the same time, the Department of 

Education tells us that we are on the right track to creating a better education system for our 

future. The national government claims success when it establishes uniformity in a particular 

sector of society. As NCLB shows us, this uniformity does not come without costs.  

The K-12 education system of the United States is broken and we as citizens are at a fork 

in the road. We have a choice between two distinct visions for the future of education in 

America; either we accept the national government’s seizure of the education system and allow 

our country to establish a higher degree of administrative centralization, or we can reject this 

course by increasing our civic engagement in education, through greater parental involvement 

and other citizen inspired initiatives. Tocqueville believed that America was great because its 

citizens were active in society and sought to create prosperity and a better future for their 

posterity. I believe that through civic action, American citizens can develop unique educational 

practices and goals, at the local level, which will improve our education system more than any 

action of the national government could ever achieve. 
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