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On Jedediah Purdy’s A Tolerable Anarchy
Bruce Woll
Anarchy is found tolerable - Edmund Burke
“The restlessness of American freedom has produced a practical tradition of experiment and innovation, made up of millions of small declarations of independence from hierarchy, constraint, and fear…. Experiment is the best light in which to understand many American achievements.” (Tolerable Anarchy, pp. 154, 5).
Jedediah Purdy’s A Tolerable Anarchy (2009) goes a long way towards rescuing the word “freedom” from the abuse and misuse it is subjected to on all sides. In part, I suggest, this is because it recognizes that to understand America’s political culture of freedom requires doing epistemology at the same time that it is doing history. “Epistemology” used to be a word buried in the black hole of academic philosophy departments, but this year Time Magazine, in a cover article asking “Is Truth Dead?” declared, tongue in cheek I assume, that “Trump knows something about epistemology.”
Anyone who takes a picture with an iphone is “doing epistemology” when he or she selects the effect, steps back or forward to get everyone into the picture or get the right angle. Epistemology is knowledge about knowing, thinking about thinking, looking at the process of looking. I am doing epistemology when I take my glasses off to see if they need cleaning. My attention goes back and forth between the scene out there and my glasses or camera or standpoint in order to get “the best light,” perhaps trying the patience of the group. The capacity to direct our attention back and forth between what is out there and the lens we use to see what is out there is the central theme of Richard Lanham’s provocative book, The Economics of Attention: Style and substance in the Age of Information (2006).
This double agenda is reflected in Purdy’s afterword, when he describes his book as “part history, part political theory, and part an incomplete topography of a field of ideas that we each must find our own way of inhabiting” (p. 229). He is not just telling a story about freedom. He is also paying attention to the lenses he and we have been using, the perspectives chosen, the standpoints taken.as he writes and as the nation has developed. 
Purdy introduces the epistemic note in the first chapter when he describes the project of understanding America’s political culture in the language of Burke’s “axiom” for understanding a political culture. Such a task, according to Burke, requires grasping not “abstract liberty” which “is not to be found,” but the “sensible object” in which liberty inheres for a given nation.

What Burke meant by “sensible object” was something tangible, like taxes, “the power [of a people] of granting their own money,” versus abstractions. Paying attention to the sensible objects of freedom meant for him taking account of what the colonists were doing and feeling following the British withdrawal of its governing bodies from the Massachusetts Bay Colony, their actions and “sensations.”  Burke reports, to his surprise, “a new, strange, and unexpected face of things. …Anarchy is found tolerable. A vast province has now subsisted, and subsisted in a considerable degree of health and vigor, for near a twelvemonth, without governor, without public council, without judges, without executive magistrates” (p. 14).

Purdy’s project, which takes up what Burke began, not only provides a uniquely rich elaboration of freedom but an equally rich elaboration of the epistemology implicit in Burke’s axiom. I will focus on two features of the epistemology, its range and its dynamism. 
The expansive range stretching between sensible objects and explicit ideas is hinted at in Purdy’s description of the “quarry’ sought in his project: “not explicit ideas but beliefs so basic that they shaped the Americans’ vision and experience, creating an implicit map of liberty and tyranny” (p. 8). 
The result is a richly layered account of the practice of freedom that extends from sources in the subterranean implicit knowing embedded in practices, passions, sensations, and spirit, identified in chapter one and included thereafter all the way through, especially in chapter five, up to its most sophisticated explicit outcroppings in utopian visions, principles, ideas, doctrines, laws, and institutions.
 
The profusion of American utopian communities has from the beginning coexisted alongside various forms of realism, hard-headed Yankee ingenuity, common sense realism, and America’s home-grown pragmatist philosophical tradition. These ironies and confusions marking the centuries of debate over civic dignity and national community, he suggests, have emerged “in efforts to reconcile opposed aspects of the American self.” Paradox is endemic, revolving around individual and institution, self and society, the personal and the impersonal, independence and interdependence, imagining a future and owning a past.

Out of this welter of experiment, Purdy suggests that three traditions can be distinguished “to bridge the gap between the utopian demand for a world as capacious as our dreams and the persistent reality of limits.” The first is common sense realism, marked by “quiet but supreme self-confidence; obscure and complex problems must yield to the same common-sense approach as patching a roof or designing a sod house,” a “genius for practical action,” a disregard for the precepts of tradition. The second is what he calls “personal utopianism,” a conviction that, although American institutions may be forever fixed, our private lives are open to infinite change.” The third is a tradition of experiments. It is this third tradition that Purdy chooses as his leitmotif for interpreting American political history: “experiment is the best light in which to understand many American achievements” (p. 154, 5).  It is “the best attempt to take seriously the complex relationship between personal freedom and the context of culture and institutions” (p. 125). 

In this he is following in the spirit of Burke’s frank confession that “our late experience has taught us that we were wrong about our understanding of the fundamental principles of liberty (p. 14). This epistemic strategy, elaborated in the first chapter, allows him to take into account the large and potent implicit terrain of know-how and knowing that is the source of the paradoxes, contradictions, conflicts, and confusions attendant upon the American record as well as the explicit language, law, and institutions making up the tradition of experiment. 


In chapters two through four, Purdy turns from the implicit sensations to the explicit language of freedom: presidential speech in chapter two, the language of war, in chapter three, and the language of the court in chapter four. In chapter five the focus shifts from language to dream, from public to utopian visions of community.
Each of these chapters is an answer to Samuel Johnson’s charge that freedom would be fatal to social and political community. Each chapter is filled with “images of national community” (cf. p. 97). Each one deepens the picture of the implicit layers of emotional, spiritual, and normative experiences. Each one adds to the map of the semantic range of explicit languages invoked in the struggle between the sensations of freedom and the “countertradition” driven by the “sensations of order” (p. 108). 

A discussion of “Freedom’s Gifts” at the end of chapter four strikes me as one of the most penetrating efforts to break through the crust of slogan and come to grips afresh with the value we place on freedom. Here Purdy asks, “Is freedom empty or destructive?” The answer? Freedom “has its own version of ‘giftedness.’” “Giftedness,” adopted from Michael Sandel, refers to “qualities we can neither choose nor refuse, which are simply part of what makes us ourselves.” (p. 116). Rather than being empty, “even the most disruptive and radical act expresses not arbitrary choice and naked power but a web of belief and experience.”
Purdy expands on this cryptic claim in three ways. First, by appeal to the inescapability of tradition in becoming human: No one “becomes human” in a vacuum. We learn to be human from the traditions we inherit. Second, by appeal to “the charge and urgency of self-discovery and self-expression.” (p. 119). These two “versions of giftedness,” he suggests, “turn out to be complementary in practice” (p. 119). That is, “The American experience of freedom is deeply connected with the needs for dignity, respect, and recognition. These are not only personal conditions but interpersonal ones, ways of being among other people. Integrating individual freedom into national community is not simply a way to bring it under control: it is a way to make its most basic motives real” (p. 119, Italics mine).

The final three chapters turn to the role of economic history in the experiment of building a free polity. Instead of starting with economic orthodoxy Purdy starts with folk economics. Instead of adopting the neoclassical assumption that economic life is most usefully approached as a set of mainly technical problems, he starts from the assumption, shared by the folk traditions, that “economic thought is deeply entwined with ideas about what freedom means and what would be necessary to achieve it in social life (p. 168). Instead of starting with the mainstream economic assumption that “preferences are exogenous,” that “people want what they want regardless of the contexts in which they pursue it” (p. 189), he starts from the premise that “the contexts in which people make choices shape the values they pursue” (p. 191). As he puts it in a pregnant formulation, “The mind of the person choosing is not a machine for maximizing overall gain, but an impassioned argument over what kind of value is worth pursuing” (p. 191. My italics).
In the same way that he has treated political history as a story of experiments to be mined for how to act so he suggests that economic history, folk and mainstream, be interpreted as a source of “cues for the political decisions that shape any market economy” (p. 187). Specifically, he takes up what he refers to as “the economics of 1776” that is, of Adam Smith. But what he foregrounds are themes of “reciprocity, dignity, and freedom” (p. 187).
 For Smith, reciprocity in relationships among people was a “touchstone value” of the social and political context in which individuals exercise “natural liberty.”

The consequences of this unorthodox account of American economic history are summarized in the final paragraph of chapter six and then elaborated in the final chapters of the book in the form of two fundamental policy principles: One, “[take] responsibility for the political decisions that stand behind markets and give them their shape” (p. 187, my italics). Two, “[get] past the most pessimistic folk economy, the one that envisions a system of implacable and inevitable rules, and … make good on the optimistic one, the vision of economic life as a system of freedom.” 
When Americans follow these principles “they pick up the ambition that Franklin Roosevelt described in his Commonwealth Club address,” namely, to give “new life to old ideas of freedom in deeply changed circumstances. They also “reconnect with the tradition of freedom-promoting economic reform that Adam Smith set in motion, which deeply respects the market but demands that it serve human values. Economics is not just a science but a tradition, not just a system of rules but a mode of action” (p. 187, 188). 

Looking back over Purdy’s “exploration of the American sensation of freedom” (p. 229) three themes, political, economic, and personal, are woven into its fabric, themes which suggest the expansive register and dynamism opened up by the leitmotif of experiment. In all three of these areas, he argues, freedom is “an engagement with open questions” which we approach “as traditionalists and experimenters, incremental reformers of our own order” (p. 157). 
Giving the personal register its due requires giving our interdependence its due: “Each person is a vessel of infinite possibility and limitless demands for dignity and recognition; each one also depends profoundly on institutions and circumstances, which enable some to realize their potential and smother that of others. We sometimes cannot be the people we believe we must, and when we can, the achievement is not altogether our own. In the same way, each heart is a compass of personal truth, source of its own lessons whose authority must be final, on penalty of self-betrayal; but each person is also part of a community and tradition, and his wishes and imagination are creatures of those common worlds. Our precious, irreducible uniqueness is our most ordinary and derivative quality. These cross-pressures, created by conflicting parts of American experience, drive our ambivalent utopianism” (p. 124). 

The most powerful expression of the third register, the personal, which Purdy describes as “the freeing of intimacy,” is a decision by the U.S. Supreme Court (p. 156). In its 2003 ruling in Lawrence v. Texas the Court held that states could not forbid homosexual relations between consenting adults. The opinion written by Justice Anthony Kennedy declared that

These matters, involving the most intimate and personal choices a person may make in a lifetime, choices central to personal dignity and autonomy, are central to the liberty protected by the Fourteenth Amendment. At the heart of liberty is the right to define one’s own concept of existence, of meaning, of the universe, and of the mystery of human life (p. 98). 
What has been the payoff for political self-understanding of Purdy’s cognitively rich strategy? One is his suggestion that “maybe our moral equivalent of war could be an attitude toward history itself, the history of our most basic principles, our sensations of freedom and community and our place in history” (p.90). In a political culture increasingly dominated by an attitude that treats history as a source for marketing spectacle and entertainment, cynical partisan polemic, single-vision ideology, or as a weapon for mobilizing the nation for war, this may one of Purdy’s most important propositions. 
A second occurs in the final pages where he confronts the challenge posed by climate change. It might be possible, he suggests, to devise a response “that is not just a surrender of some of our present convenience, but also a development in our ideas of freedom and dignity. One strain of the American tradition this book traces is the ambition to acknowledge and take account of what seems true, in oneself or in the larger world, even when society appears to be in a conspiracy to deny it. This is the ideal of the free mind and sovereign conscience, with its early American voice in John Adams, its landmarks in Emerson’s and Douglass’s refusals to deny what they felt to be true in themselves,” and Thoreau, who “took as the theme of his work that living in truth … was the highest form of freedom and taproot of an unbreakable dignity.” To which list we might add Huck Finn, thinking.
The whole book, I want to suggest, can be read as an exemplar of an  epistemology in practice that has broken from what Charles Taylor calls “the grip of modern rationalism.”

Finally, the power of Purdy’s rich epistemology for imagining a political culture of freedom is, I propose, evidence that the responsible exercise of cognitive responsibility is an urgent political issue. “Freedom” is the trickster word in the resonance echo chamber of our national media which feeds on either/or binary simplifications and in turn feeds political polarization. Purdy’s epistemology shatters this dangerous cardboard cutout epistemology with an epistemic universe where the both/and of paradox is commonplace because the embeddedness of epistemic practice in contexts is definitive.
� Purdy is drawing on Burke’s 1775 “Speech on Conciliation with America.” See Purdy’s acknowledgment of David Bromwich, editor of On Empire, Liberty, and Reform: Speeches and Letters of Burke (2000), as “teacher and friend.” Purdy also cites John Adams’ call to spread “far and wide the ideas of right, and the sensations of freedom” in his 1765 “Essay on the Canon and Feudal Law.” What Purdy means by “sensations of freedom includes “the needs for respect and recognition, the bases of dignity and self-regard … [which] are … the values at the heart of the American sensation of freedom” (p. 198). 


� Samuel Johnson, interpreting the colonists’ abstract liberty as a pure, detached ideal, judged them as “zealots of anarchy … lords of themselves, … kings of ME. … demigods of independence,” their principles a “charter of anarchy.” (Purdy, p. 3). 


� In The Meaning of Property: Freedom, Community, and the Legal Imagination (2010) Purdy adopts the phrase a “social imaginary” to refer to this implicit background epistemic domain, drawing on Charles Taylor’s articulate demystifying description in The Secular Age, pp. 176-85.


� Purdy’s discussion of Smith’s economics of freedom on pages 168-171 which draws on Emma Rothschild’s Economic Sentiments: Adam Smith, Condorcet, and the Enlightenment, 2002, is a succinct, substantive, thoughtful  starting point for anyone wanting to understand how Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments informs Wealth of Nations.


� Charles Taylor, “Engaged agency and background in Heidegger,” in: Charles Guignon, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Heidegger, 2nd.ed., 2006, p. 202. 





